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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

“INNOCENT BYSTANDERS”: WHITE GUILT AND THE DESTRUCTION
OF NATIVE AMERICANS IN US LITERATURE, 1824-1830
Stereotypes describing the Native Peoples as lacking in many attributes such as
religion, civilization, self-control, and even family bonds originated in the early years of
contact, popularized through captivity narratives, and used in nineteenth century writings
to justify the “vanishing” of the Native people. My dissertation adds to the discussion of
myth of the Vanishing American by focusing on overlooked representations of Native
illness. Illness, a shared human experience, was preserved for white characters in white
authors’ writings. Ailing Native peoples were either denied any stories narrating this
experience of human vulnerability or were depicted as resorting to superstitious and
heathenish practices. This dismissal and manipulation of Native illness, especially when
set against the typical Christian model of suffering and redemption through illness, is
meant to dehumanize and demonize the Native people and to avert any sympathy towards
them. My work analyzes narratives published in the crucial decade of the 1820s to argue
that while Nineteenth century writers such as James Fenimore Cooper and Lydia Maria
Child used stereotypes about Native peoples to blame them for their own decrease in
number and to absolve the whites of any guilt towards them, the Native American writer
William Apess used his narrative to combat these stereotypes and to reflect the physical
and spiritual sameness between the white and Native races.
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Introduction
An image of Native peoples was created even before the English arrival to
America. Columbus and other travelers provided descriptions about a race that differed
from whites in various ways from color and dress to customs and way of life. The
unfamiliar means of Native peoples’ communication gave Europeans the opportunity to
characterize the Native peoples in whichever way that served their needs. As Berkhofer
puts it, “Native Americans were and are real, but the Indian was a White invention and
still remains largely a White image, if not stereotype” (3). Native peoples were mainly
described as lacking in many aspects such as religion, civilization, letters, and morals.
These perceived lacks were used to establish a sense of White superiority that, as George
Tinker points out, manifested itself either by using “inherent superiority as a
rationalization for conquest and even genocide” or in a “concern” for the Native people
that aimed at converting them to a “Christian culture” which eventually led to “cultural
genocide” (9).1
Up until the end of the Eighteenth century, Americans believed in the possibility
of converting Native peoples to Christianity and replacing their beliefs and customs with
those of whites. George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, for example, believed that
through racial amalgamation, the Native people can adopt white culture and abandon
their dependence on hunting which would prompt them to require less land thus allowing
more space for new white immigrants. However, after being promised by Britain that
they would keep their lands under their own control, the Native tribes sided with the
British against the Americans during the War of 1812, which served as a proof that these
Tinker defines cultural genocide as, “the effective destruction of a people by systematically or systemically
(intentionally or unintentionally in order to achieve other goals) destroying, eroding, or undermining the integrity of the
culture and system of values that defines a people and gives them life” (6).
1

1

tribes are not willing to abandon their homes and customs to make room for more whites.
So, the belief in Native peoples’ ability to adopt Christian civilization was almost
completely abandoned and the image of bloodthirsty savages of the captivity narratives
returned in full force.2 Realizing their military power, the US government decided to use
force to control the Native peoples and their land. As John Calhoun stated in 1818, “The
time seems to have arrived when our policy towards them should undergo an important
change… They neither are, in fact, nor ought to be, considered as independent nations.
Our views of their interest, and not their own, ought to govern them” (cited in Dippie 8).
Native peoples’ refusal to adopt white ways was soon attributed to the idea that they
belonged to “an inferior race” that is destined to extinction because civilization always
replaces barbarism. The idea that the “primitive” Native peoples would inevitably vanish
appealed to authors and scholars alike and the myth of the Vanishing American filled the
pages of contemporary white writing.
Building on the ideas of stereotypes and the disappearance of Native peoples, my
dissertation adds to the discussion of myth of the Vanishing American by focusing on
overlooked representations of Native illness. Illness, a shared human experience, was
preserved for white characters in white authors’ writings. Ailing Native peoples were
either denied any stories narrating this experience of human vulnerability or were
depicted as resorting to superstitious and heathenish practices. This dismissal and
manipulation of Native illness, especially when set against the typical Christian model of
suffering and redemption through illness, is meant to dehumanize and demonize the
Native people and to avert any sympathy towards them. My work analyzes narratives
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In The Vanishing American, Dippie provides a concise account of the development of white/ Native relations and
policies starting from the eighteenth century on.

2

published in the crucial decade of the 1820s to argue that while Nineteenth century
writers such as James Fenimore Cooper and Lydia Maria Child used stereotypes about
Native peoples to blame them for their own decrease in number and to absolve the whites
of any guilt towards them, the Native American writer William Apess used his narrative
to combat these stereotypes and to reflect the physical and spiritual sameness between the
white and Native races. Cooper’s claim to historical accuracy contributed to the
popularity of the self-destructive Native peoples that he presents. In The Last of the
Mohicans, Cooper portrays Native peoples as inherently divided, revengeful against each
other, and clinging to destructive medical and tribal practices. Despite sympathizing with
Native warriors such as Uncas and Chingachgook, readers are left little doubt in the
complicity of Native peoples in their own decline and in the innocence of whites. Child
also believes that Native peoples simply cannot change no matter the length and degree
of their proximity to white people. In Hobomok Child presents the main Native character,
Hobomok, as an aid to the whites, even marrying him to the white heroine, but the Native
Hobomok never abandons his nature as a superstitious heathen hunter. While Child’s
work emphasizes the inherent differences among the Native and white races, Apess’s
autobiography A Son of the Forest does the opposite by showing the exact similarities
among them. Apess takes familiar scenes from contemporary genres that were mostly
used to differentiate the human white from the subhuman Native and flips the roles: the
Native man becomes a captive in the savage white man’s land and the virtuous ailing
Native woman becomes the source of sentiment and the target for sympathy. My research
is built on the work of scholars such as Ezra Tawil, David Jones, David Morris, Laura
Mielke, among many others.
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Tawil’s work deals with stereotypes and how frontier narratives used them to
highlight racial difference not only physically, but also emotionally. This belief that
different races “feel things differently” provided further proof for my argument that white
writers’ depiction of Native peoples’ response to diseases was based on established
stereotypes of superstition. Although Eighteenth and Nineteenth century narratives were
replete with stories of white people’s experiences with illness, Native peoples’
experiences were hardly ever recorded. This lack in the stories of Native peoples’ illness
left the record of Native illness void of humans, occupied only by numbers and statistics.
This is why listening to Apess in chapter three recounting his and his family’s
experiences with illness is so crucial to start filling in this gap.
The scientific and the cultural aspects of illness that scholars provide contributed
to my analysis of how disease and mortality are tackled in Nineteenth century American
literature and how writers’ perception of pain affected their depictions of ailing
characters. Jones’s work questions the idea of the “virgin soil” that became the most
popular explanation for the Native peoples’ high mortality rate during the Eighteenth and
Nineteenth centuries. Virgin soil argues that the Native peoples’ lack of immunity was
the main reason for their inability to survive European brought disease. Jones, among
other scholars, prove that other factors—such as displacement and poverty—were the
main contributors to Native peoples’ deteriorating health. By blaming diseases, Jones
argues, white people can present themselves as “innocent bystanders” who can only
watch the inevitable decline in Native peoples’ numbers. While Jones is interested in the
reasons behind ill health, Morris is more focused on the meaning of pain. Morris argues
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that there are numerous factors that contribute to the feeling and meaning of pain such as
gender, culture, and class.
Focusing on suffering inevitably means dealing with sentiment and sympathy.
Laura Mielke locates sympathy in what she calls “moving encounters,” or scenes in
which two races face each other and participate “in a highly emotional exchange” only to
realize that what they have in common exceeds their physical and political differences
(Moving Encounters 2). Mielke argues though that although these moving encounters
might move white readers to sympathize with the plight of others such as the Native
peoples, the sympathy these encounters generate always fails to turn into action that can
alleviate the suffering of others. But while Mielke argues that Native people, such as
William Apess, used the sentimental language to depict “Euro-Americans’ failure to
sympathize with him,” I argue that he uses the same sentimental scenes of illness as used
by whites to reflect the equality of Native vulnerability and spirituality (77). Chapter two
as well focuses on the sympathy that Child procures for her white Christian characters by
putting them into various trials. But instead of seeing Child as sympathetic towards
Native peoples, I show how she uses them as part of an affliction that befalls her white
characters, causing them to suffer and be deserving of sympathy.
Along with the scholars that I just referred to and the many others that I depend
on throughout my research, I would like to mention Edward Said. Although I do not refer
to Said in the body of my work, I believe that his concept of Orientalism has impacted
my thought tremendously. While Orientalism is mainly concerned with the image that the
West created of the people in the Middle East, the idea that the powerful and victorious
can create the image of the conquered and silenced remains one of the most powerful
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theoretical concepts in modern history. But as Said states, “history cannot be swept clean
like a blackboard, clean so that ‘we’ might inscribe our own future there and impose our
own forms of life for these lesser people to follow” (xviii). The long years of the Native
peoples’ inability to write their own histories in books left the door wide open for the
whites to write it for them.
Scholars such as Robert Berkhofer, Brian Dippie, Thomas Gossett, and many
more have dedicated whole books to documenting the development of stereotypes about
Native peoples. While stereotypes are a major part of any study about Native peoples, I
am mainly interested in those that are relevant to illness and self-destruction, such as lack
of self-restraint, lack of family love, and lack of civilization. I specifically focus on the
way that these perceived lacks have been used to absolve the whites of guilt and depict
the Native peoples as comprising an inferior race. While many scholars have been
concerned about the high mortality rate of Native peoples due to illnesses, they usually
concentrate on numbers and causes. Native peoples are studied as tribes and are presented
as statistics. Stereotypes about their medical traditions and about their lifestyles are often
used to justify the high number of fatalities. As Andy Doolen notes, “Working within the
context of American historiography, we are often unwittingly complicit with the
production of silences” (187). Sometimes even when we are trying to write what we
perceive as a history of a certain people, we intentionally or unintentionally silence the
voices of those same people we are trying to give voice to. So, by listening to the voices
of indigenous people like William Apess, and how he narrates his and his loved ones’
experiences with illness, we can start now to sieve through any account written by a
Native American to grasp their own understanding of this human experience. What is
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equally important is identifying the danger of blaming victims for their conditions. My
focus on Native stereotypes from whites’ and Native peoples’ viewpoints allows us to see
how what sounds like recorded historical facts can be used to blame the victims and to
impact responses towards them.
Chapter one analyzes James Fenimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans: A
Narrative of 1757 arguing that Cooper uses stereotypes of inherent superstition, division,
and savagery to portray Native peoples as self-destructive and thus causing their own
demise. By blaming Native peoples for their own decrease in number, Cooper absolves
the whites of any guilt and deems any efforts to help the Native people futile. While
almost all scholars who study this narrative refer to the stereotypical depiction of
Cooper’s Native characters, they mainly focus on alcoholism or Native savagery towards
whites. I, on the other hand, focus more on the intra- and inter-tribal stereotypical
behaviors that led to the decline of the Native population. The popularity that this
narrative achieved at the time of its publication—and enjoys even today—speaks to its
influence on the Native peoples’ image as perceived by readers in America and around
the world. Cooper’s depiction of the frontier man, Hawkeye or Natty Bumppo, as the new
American who can adapt Native customs to ensure his race’s survival reflects Cooper’s
belief in the whites’ intellectual superiority especially when compared with the Native
peoples whose inherent clinging to Native ways only lead to their destruction.
Chapter two analyzes Lydia Maria Child’s Hobomok, A Tale of Early Times to
argue that Child uses affliction to reflect whites’ inner goodness and Native people’s
inherent savagery. While chapters one and three focus on depictions of Native peoples’
illness, chapter two deals more with the broader experiences of affliction. The term
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“affliction,” is borrowed from multiple origins and has retained its original meaning for
centuries. The definition includes physical illness and a variety of other experiences such
as penitential exercise, self-mortification, misery, distress, tribulation, oppression, grief,
distress, torment, pain, sickness, and poverty (“Affliction” Oxford English Dictionary;
Orr). These broader meanings allow me to analyze the array of experiences that Child
uses to reflect the goodness of her characters by displaying their fulfillment of the
religious expectations of afflictions. Hobomok reflects Child’s anxiety about
contemporary criticism of Puritanism and allurement to certain Native traits as evidenced
by the popularity of contemporary figures such as Daniel Boone and Natty Bumppo.
While many scholars find in the marriage of a white Christian woman and a Native man a
revolutionary narrative move, and their subsequent break up a confirmation of the
impossibility of racial coexistence, I read the story as a cautionary tale that is meant to
warn white people—white women in particular—from turning savage by adopting Native
culture. Hobomok depends entirely on stereotypes that are meant to present Native
peoples as savage hunters who are incapable of civilization and who lack respect for
women. Hobomok argues that any white Christian man should definitely be favored over
a Native heathen.
My third and last chapter reads the first published Native American
autobiography to provide a refutation of the stereotypes that have for centuries dominated
the Native peoples’ image. In A Son of the Forest, William Apess uses the same
rhetorical methods that the whites used to popularize the negative image of the Native
peoples. Apess presents part of his narrative as a captivity scene, yet he flips the generic
expectations of white-captive/Native-captor by depicting himself as a captive to white
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captors. The same way that Child and other white writers use affliction and illness to
reflect the goodness of white characters, Apess also uses the trope of illness to prove the
humanity and spirituality of Native peoples thus refuting the stereotype of inherent
superstition and inability to survive illnesses that whites cited to absolve themselves of
any guilt towards the dying Native peoples.
Stereotypes of Self-Destruction
The Europeans who came to North America marveled at the health and the
physical strength of the indigenous peoples they encountered.3But accounts celebrating
the “straight and well proportion’d” healthy Native peoples who live over a hundred
years also described a race whose dress and customs were very different than those of
whites.4 Christopher Columbus, for example, described “all” the Native Americans that
he encountered as, “naked, men and women, as their mothers bore them, although some
of the women cover a single place with the leaf of a plant or with a net of cotton” (cited
in Berkhofer 6). Columbus’s report was soon followed by that of traveler Amerigo
Vespucci— whose account according to Berkhofer, was more “widespread than
Columbus’s letter” and quite “influential” in reinforcing and enhancing “the ambivalent
images of the Indian in the minds of educated Europeans at the time”—reiterated that
image, yet connected the nakedness of Native peoples to unfamiliar sexual behaviors:

3Louise

Barnett notes that “The excellent physical condition and appearance of Indians had been remarked by writers
from the earliest contact of the two cultures” (75). David Jones also notes that before contact with the Europeans, the
Native people “always seemed healthy” (Rationalizing Epidemics Meanings and Uses of American Indian Mortality
since 1600 82).
4 Robert Beverley depicts the Native people as “straight and well proportion’d, having the cleanest and most exact
Limbs in the World: They are so perfect in their outward frame, that I never heard of one single Indian, that was either
dwarfish, crooked, bandy-legg’d, or otherwise misshapen” (123). The Moravian missionary John Heckewelder, for
example, noted in 1876 that until the middle of the eighteenth-century, “the Indians were yet a hardy and healthy
people, and many very aged men and women were seen among them, some of whom thought they had lived about one
hundred years” (220-21).
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All of both sexes go about naked, covering no part of their bodies; and just as they
spring from their mothers’ wombs do they go until death… They have another
custom, very shameful and beyond all human belief. For their women, being very
lustful, cause the private parts of their husbands to swell up to such a huge size
that they appear deformed and disgusting; and this is accomplished by a certain
device of theirs, the biting of certain poisonous animals. And in consequence of
this many lose their organs which break through lack of attention, and they remain
eunuchs (cited in Berkhofer, 7-8).
According to Vespucci then, the hypersexuality of Native women was connected to the
decline in the number of Native peoples since they poisoned themselves to infertility.
Vespucci notes that men, too, were inclined to harmful sexual behaviors as “They marry
as many wives as they please; and son cohabit with mother, brother with sister, male
cousin with female, and any man with the first woman he meets”. Such unfamiliar sexual
relationships that reflected the lack of self-control and blurred the familial roles led the
Native men and women to “dissolve their marriages as often as they please, and observe
no sort of law with respect to them…When they [native women] had the opportunity of
copulating with Christians, urged by excessive lust, they defiled and prostituted
themselves.” Despite such behavior, according to Vespucci, Native peoples “live one
hundred and fifty years, and rarely fall ill, and if they do fall victims to any disease, they
cure themselves with certain roots and herbs” (cited in Berkhofer, 8-9).
Columbus’s and Vespucci’s descriptions soon became stereotypes that were at
first used to create interest in travel accounts, but were soon incorporated into other
writings especially captivity narratives. However, by the late Eighteenth century, the
image of the strong naked Native American turned into the sickly and dead vanishing
American. In what follows, I would like to present an overview of the centuries long
persistence of the stereotypes that were used to blame Native peoples for their own
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illnesses and to justify their high mortality rate.5 These stereotypes include a lack in
family bonds, a lack in self-restraint that led to intemperance and savagery, and a lack of
civilization and religion which led to superstition and clinging to primitive behavior.
As was evident, in the beginning, from Columbus’s and Vespucci’s accounts, the
first descriptions of Native peoples focused on their physique and their sexuality.
Portraying the Natives as naked peoples who marry as many wives as they please created
a long-lasting image of Native peoples as savages who are accustomed to creating no
familial or emotional bonds. Late Eighteenth-century Moravian missionary, David
Zeisberger, depended on “the testimony of the Indians themselves” to note that,
“Impurity and immorality, even gross sensuality and unnatural vice flourish among them”
(20). “The Indians,” he continued, “regard their wives as strangers. It is a common saying
among them, ‘My wife is not my friend,’ that is, she is not related to me and I am not
concerned about her” (99). Zeisberger described this view of marriage as a “satanic
notion [that] is very difficult to uproot” and connected it to the vanishing of Native
peoples, “It seems as if a curse rested among them and that they were destined to become
extinct” (21). In 1823, Timothy Dwight, the late president of Yale College, described
Native peoples as “ hav[ing] no such thing among them as marriage; but cohabit[ing]
without ceremony or covenant, and desert each other at pleasure” (19-20).
Perceived weak relationships among Native spouses allowed whites to argue that
such a careless lifestyle would undoubtedly cause Native peoples not only to suffer
numerous fatal diseases due to their immorality, but also would cause the Native women

5

Even twentieth century studies show a similar tendency of blaming the Native people for their own illnesses. In
“Death, Uncertainty, and Rhetoric,” David Jones presents a criticism of scholars such as Charles Mann, Alfred Crosby,
and Jared Diamond who popularized the idea of “Virgin Soil” as an explanation for Native mortality due to diseases.
By blaming biology, these scholars managed to portray the whites as innocent carriers of diseases that unintentionally
took the lives of many Native people.
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to be left with no means to care for themselves or their offspring which drives some of
them to limit or end their pregnancies. In his Notes on the State of Virginia, Thomas
Jefferson states that, “The women are submitted to unjust drudgery. This I believe is the
case with every barbarous people…They raise fewer children than we do…they have
learnt the practice of procuring abortion by the use of some vegetable; and that it even
extends to prevent conception for a considerable time after” (65). Thus, abortion, illicit
relationships, and polygamy would undoubtedly make Native Americans deserving of
any Providential punishment that God may deem appropriate. As Jones explains, “By
emphasizing behavioral etiologies, writers placed responsibility on the American Indians
as the proximate cause of their own illnesses. If Indians abandoned sinful behaviors, they
would be healthier” (Rationalizing Epidemics Meanings and Uses of American Indian
Mortality since 1600 83). During the Nineteenth century, “Many physicians and the
political and social leadership were convinced that low morals predisposed people to poor
health... It was assumed that the immoral, the impious, the depraved, and the intemperate
drinker, were most prone to disease” (Breslaw 170).
The perceived lack of self-restraint that prevented Native peoples from preserving
their marriages or resisting unhealthy sexual behaviors also prevented them, according to
white writers, from limiting their excessive drinking. Missionaries criticized Native
peoples’ yearning for alcohol and blamed it on their lack of self-restraint. A Jesuit priest
noted in 1637 that the death toll among Native peoples is rising due to the “beverages of
brandy and wine, which they love with an utterly unrestrained passion, not for the relish
they experience in drinking them, but for the pleasure they find in becoming drunk…I
can easily believe that the maladies which are daily tending to exterminate them, may in
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part arise from that” (cited in Dippie 34). The eighteenth-century educator Eleazar
Wheelock also blamed the Native peoples’ “ungovernable appetites, which will prescribe
no bounds, nor admit any restraints” for the consumption of “spirituous liquors” that was
the means by which “many murders are committed, many perish, or get their death in
their drunkenness, children neglected, pregnant women miscarry, and all they have got by
hunting for the support of their families, sold and sacrificed” (22-23). For Benjamin
Franklin, alcohol was a punishment for the Native peoples sent by God to claim their
lives and pave the way for the Christians to spread civilization. In his Autobiography,
Franklin argued that rum was “the appointed means” of fulfilling “the design of
Providence to extirpate these savages in order to make room for the cultivators of the
earth” (154). It was seen, due to its relation to immorality, to be the cause of many
diseases. David Zeisbereger concluded that alcohol, “through which unquestionably
many evils have crept in,” made Native peoples more susceptible to “Venereal diseases
[which] have during the last years spread more and more, due, doubtless, to their
disorderly life” (24). Thus, Native peoples’ “lack” of control over their drinking was
considered a main cause for the deterioration of their health and the spread of diseases
that led to a decline in fertility and ability to reproduce.
The perceived inability to resist alcohol became not only a stereotype of the
Native people, but also was connected to their genetic composition. Dippie finds in Lewis
Cass’ remark that “Among other nations, civilized and barbarous, excessive ebriety
[drunkenness] is an individual characteristic…[b]ut the Indians…old and young, male
and female, the chief and the warrior, all give themselves up to the most brutal
intoxication” a suggestion that the “Indian’s alcoholism was in effect biologically
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induced, his extremely low resistance proof of some racial defect” (35-36). By depicting
this lack of restraint as an inherent biological characteristic in Native peoples, writers
show that it was not the white man’s fault that the Native people were dying from the
diseases that resulted from their own deficiencies. As Slotkin puts it, “This shift of
emphasis from social to racial distinction had serious consequences. At the least, it made
reconciliation between white and Indian virtually impossible, since racial opposition
presupposed no common ground between the groups” (69).
Associating behavioral actions to the physiology and psychology led to a belief
that Native peoples were biologically and mentally different from whites. Thomas F.
Gossett explains that, “The idea expressed by Cotton Mather in the seventeenth century
that the Indians were the devil’s minions, damned from birth by God and incapable of
redemption, shifted in the Nineteenth century to the conviction that the Indians were
damned by biology—that they were inherently incapable of taking the first step toward
civilization. At best the Indians were an inferior breed of men and at worst no more than
savage beasts” (229). This inherent inability to convert to “civilized” ways and the
inherent tendency to return to savage ones included the medical and religious practices
that Native peoples were using. The Native peoples’ employment of herbs as medications
applied during certain rituals drove the whites to interpret these ceremonies as devilish
and as communications with the demons. Daniel Gookin wrote in 1777,
There are among the [the Indians] certain men and women, whom they call
powwows. These are partly wizards and witches, holding familiarity with Satan,
the evil one; and partly are physicians, and make use, at least in show, of herbs
and roots, for curing the sick and diseased. These are sent for by the sick and
wounded; and by their diabolical spells, mutterings, exorcisms, they seem to do
wonders. They use extraordinary strange motions of their bodies, insomuch that
they will sweat until they foam; and thus continue for some hours together,
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stroking and hovering over the sick. (cited in Wyss Writing Indians : Literacy,
Christianity, and Native Community in Early America 71)
Connecting the Native peoples’ medical practices to devils and magic and describing
their medicine men and women as wizards and witches not only allowed the whites to
portray themselves as rational civilized Christians but also allowed them to justify the
deaths of Native people afflicted with illness. Portraying Native peoples as “lacking the
rational faculties” that can help them deal with illness and as clinging to primitive and
superstitious practices absolves whites of any guilt or responsibility towards the Native
plight.6
The following accounts provide examples of the way that whites depicted Native
peoples as causing their own demise through their irrational responses to illnesses.
Inherent tribal behavior, for example, caused the infected Native people to spread the
diseases among other tribes; while superstition combined with the primitive medical
practices of the Native Americans caused them to end their own and their children’s
lives.
James Adair, for example, recounts the Cheerake’s response to small pox in 1738,
“Instead of applying warm remedies, they [supposed prophets and magi]…poured cold
water on their [patients’] naked breasts, sung their religious mystical song, YoYo, &c.
with a doleful tune, and shaked a calabash with the pebble stones, over the sick, using a
great many frantic gestures, by way of incantation.” Instead of recovering, the afflicted
“immediately expired” which drove the medicine men to break the items they were using

Kelly Wisecup argues that, “As colonists identified Natives’…medical knowledge as witchcraft, they defined their
own knowledge as Christian and as founded on faculties of the understanding rather than as diabolic knowledge or
irrational ideas arising from the imagination.” Condemning the Native people as “lacking the rational faculties that
would allow them to resist the devil’s deception” and interpreting that as “rooted in mental characteristics traceable to
one’s place of origin, rather than in religious practices” could have been used as justification for the whites’ selfabsolution from the illnesses that later afflicted the Native population (24-34).
6
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to cure their sick and join their people in mass suicide, “A great many killed
themselves…seeing themselves disfigured…some shot themselves, other cut their
throats, some stabbed themselves with knives, and others with sharp-pointed canes; many
threw themselves with sullen madness into the fire, and there slowly expired as if they
had been utterly divested of the native power of feeling pain” (Adair, Braund and Braund
252-3).
A similar fate for the infected was reported on December 15, 1759, in the South
Carolina Gazette, “It is pretty certain that the Smallpox has lately raged with great
Violence among the Catawba Indians, and that it has carried off near one-half of that
nation, by throwing themselves into the River, as soon as they found themselves ill” (cited
in Thornton 79). At the onset of the Nineteenth century, the Omaha were stricken by
cholera and smallpox; thus “when the enfeebled survivors saw the disfigured appearance
of their children and companions they resolved to put an end to their existence…They
even thought future children would inherit the smallpox and disfigurements of their
parents…[so] the small group of surviving Omaha chose to die fighting and formed a
villagewide war party” (Thornton 92-3). It is claimed that the Omaha not only burned
their village, but also put their wives and children to death hoping to reunite in “some
better country” (Crosby 298). Accounts like the above mentioned might have provided
the whites with excuses for not attempting to help Native peoples and convinced even the
sympathetic whites of the futility of such attempts. The inherited superstition of Native
peoples was portrayed as too inherent in the “inferior savage” to be changed by whites;
Native peoples preferred death to survival; it is with their own hands that they caused
their demise.
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This section focused on the stereotypes that served as “reasonable” justifications
for the Native peoples’ decline in number. From the lack of restraint that led Native
peoples to destroy their families through sex and alcohol, to the lack of religion and
civilization that was biologically innate in Native peoples which caused them to depend
on sorcery and superstition as sources of medicine and cure. For years, writers might
have depended on similar accounts that presented an image of Native peoples as
changing drastically from health to death due to presumed characteristics and behaviors.
As Swedlund notes, “The lack of good direct physical evidence on the history of the
health of New England's Native population brings researchers back to…[anecdotal]
sources…[that] generally report healthy and robust individuals at the time of earliest
contact..., but encounters shortly thereafter famously report empty villages and sickly or
dying survivors” (Cameron, Kelton and Swedlund 151). For the whites, the Native
peoples are culprits in their own demise; whites can sympathize with the Native plight,
yet their efforts to help them would just be futile.
Writing at a time when the above accounts about the Native peoples’ customs
were being published, when narratives of captivity were still popular, and when actual
contact with Native peoples was not common, it seems that there is no escape for Cooper
and Child from those stereotypes. Even Apess was convinced of Native peoples’
savagery until he actually lived amongst them during adulthood. Cooper might have
thought that by depending on missionaries’ writings, he would be able to present a more
truthful account of Native customs. Yet, Cooper’s Native people are depicted as divided
and engaged in deadly wars years before the Europeans arrived in America. Cooper
described how even during peacetime, Native peoples’ “primitive” knowledge caused

17

them to destroy their natural resources and to depend on ineffective medical practices that
only increased their mortality rates. These self-destructive methods were topped with
Native tribal customs of banishing their youngsters who do not live up to tribal
expectations. In Hobomok, Child is more concerned about preserving white inner
goodness that might have been compromised during the Seventeenth century when
Native peoples lived in close proximity with whites. Child presents the best Native man
that she can imagine as incapable of letting go of his natural tendencies. Despite his
prolonged contact with whites, Hobomok clung to his superstitious and savage character
as he took advantage of the vulnerable white female. Whites, on the other hand, might
have been tempted to imitate Native peoples’ divisions, resort to alcohol, or lack of
expressing emotions which could drive younger Christians away from religion. Child
wrote her narrative to remind white people of their inherent superiority as manifested in
their endowment with inner goodness. As one of the very few Native people who were
able to write and publish their own narrative, Apess took it upon himself to refute those
stereotypes of inherent savagery. Through his life story, Apess dismisses the idea that
familiar stereotypes of alcoholism and violence are the result of a natural deficiency in
Native peoples and argues that the separation and displacement of families that led to
poverty and immorality are the real causes. By presenting his family’s experience, Apess
also refutes the notion that Native peoples are lacking in family love. Apess’ life among
his race enabled him to break away from white representation of him and his people and
to supply contemporary and future readers with an authentic glimpse of a Native
American life during the 1820s.
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1. Chapter One
1.1 Self-destruction in The Last of the Mohicans
Responding to a demand that was rising after the War of 1812, James Fenimore
Cooper produced a form of literature that is distinctly American. By featuring then
annihilating the Native Americans in his novels, Cooper created a genre of fiction that G.
Harrison Orians termed a “cult of the Vanishing American.” The Last of the Mohicans, a
narrative of 1757 is Cooper’s second novel from the Leather-Stocking Tales and the most
popular of the five. Published in 1826, the narrative seated Cooper among the most
successful authors of his time, and made its frontier hero, Natty Bumppo, an iconic figure
to be imitated for decades ahead. The narrative’s popularity crossed continents and
carried with it the stereotypical image of the Native people as a self-destructive and naïve
community that inevitably vanishes in the face of the white civilization. While the
novel’s events take place in 1757, its conclusions seem more relevant to the political
situation of the early 1800s. The first two decades of the Nineteenth century witnessed a
remarkable increase in white settlers which meant an unprecedented demand for more
Native land. After peaceful negotiations to obtain land from Native tribes failed, some
politicians such as Andrew Jackson began forcing the removal of the tribes west of the
Mississippi, while others such as John Quincy Adams demanded a respect for old
treaties. Amid such heated conflicts and struggles to reconcile the American ideals of
Freedom and Democracy with the atrocities that were committed against the Native
inhabitants, The Last of the Mohicans was born.
Many scholars argue that The Last of the Mohicans was written to assuage the
guilt of whites towards the disappearance of the Native people. Leslie Fiedler, for
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example, states that “Cooper tells precisely the same sort of truth about the Indian that
Mrs. Stowe was to tell about the Negro; in each it is guilt that speaks, the guilt of a whole
community” (191). Sherry Sullivan points out that even though The Last of the Mohicans
describes the vanishing of the Native people as inevitable, the novel is still so
sympathetic that one can argue that our “current sympathy for and idealization of Native
Americans is in fact a legacy of the Nineteenth century” (240).7 While Fiedler and
Sullivan find in scenes such as the death and mourning of Uncas and Cora Cooper’s call
for sympathy, I believe that it is a sympathy that is saturated with what Philip Fisher calls
“resignation;” a sympathy that ensures no action. By focusing on the Native peoples’
practices of self-destruction and self-annihilation, Cooper evokes a sense of resignation
towards their plight and completely absolves the whites of any guilt. Like Lydia Maria
Child and other contemporary writers, Cooper portrays the whites as innocent spectators
who can and should offer nothing more than passive sympathy towards the Native
peoples’ self-caused demise.
According to Fisher, “resignation” is the ultimate feeling that the historical novel
aims to arouse in its readers. He explains the historical novel as, “a psychological
rehearsal that creates an ordered resignation that lets a group ‘face,’ …, a future that they
have already chosen and set in motion, but have not yet morally or psychologically
passed through. The historical novel trains resignation and gives an elevated moral tone

In “Indians in American Fiction, 1820-1850: An Ethnohistorical Perspective,” Sherry Sullivan argues that critics have
been analyzing literature in a way that fits certain theories instead of reading it on its own terms. To solve this dilemma,
Sullivan proposes turning “an ethnohistorical lens on literature” which should recover an “internal, contextual
perspective of past literature” by looking at it “from the standpoint of its participants” (239). Sullivan criticizes
Pearce’s idea of savagism and Slotkin’s myth of regeneration through violence and Drinnon’s Indian-hating and empire
building claiming that they only focus on the representation of the Native people as “other” (241). Taking The Last of
the Mohicans as an example, Sullivan argues that it is “sympathetic to Indians” as it depicts Uncas and Chingachgook
as “noble” and that their relationship to white characters is “positive.” Sympathy, according to Sullivan, is also
reflected in the sense of “grief and loss” that the reader should feel after Uncas’s death and in the way that even Magua
is “treated by Cooper with respect” by justifying his “evil deeds” as the result of “human weakness” (243).
7
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to stoic regret. It pictures forces as beyond control, [and] already underway” (Fisher 18).
According to Fisher then, the historical novel—like The Last of the Mohicans—arouses
emotions of regret about an issue that is still taking place but cannot be stopped, or we
can add that it arouses sympathy towards a sufferer whose calamity cannot be alleviated.
Based on Fisher’s comment, and the fact that the scenes that Fiedler and other scholars
find sympathy-invoking are scenes of death, one can argue that the sympathy that
scholars find in Cooper’s work is a mere feeling that is felt after the fact, after the
vanishing of the Native people.8 However, I believe that what Cooper invokes is a
resignation to an action that is still taking place, in this case, the continuous demise of
Native people. Even if there is a chance to save the remaining Native people, Cooper
shows that all efforts would be futile.
The Last of the Mohicans is a historical romance set during the French and Indian
War of 1757. It is a mixture of captivity and adventure in which two females, Alice and
Cora, the daughters of Colonel Munro of the British army, are travelling through the
wilderness to meet their father at Fort William Henry. To ensure their safety, the ladies
are accompanied by Major Duncan Heyward who, despite his knowledge of Native
customs, seems not quite familiar with their tactics or with the routes of the forest. This
lack of proper knowledge leads Heyward to employ the Native American Magua as a
guide. Magua turns out to be holding a grudge against Munro and is planning to avenge
himself by either marrying or killing Cora. But Magua’s plans are interrupted when the
group is joined by the frontier man Natty (also called Hawkeye, or the scout, who is a
8

While emotion scholars such as Clark and Eisenberg agree that sympathy is a feeling, they seem to differ on whether
it should involve an action. According to the Encyclopedia of Emotions, “Some describe sympathy as a feeling of
caring and empathic sadness for another person who is in distress (e.g., Eisenberg et al., 1989). Another way to
describe it is to say that it may include any of a number of negative feelings (e.g., sadness, fear, worry, concern, or
indignation) and/or behaviors (e.g., concerned facial expression, hugs) that one individual directs toward another who
is suffering or experiencing bad fortune or trouble (Clark, 1999)” (Reevy 553).
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master of many Native skills and languages) and his Mohican friends Chingachgook and
Uncas (Chingachgook’s son). Although the females reach their father safely, the loss of
Fort William Henry to the French and the Huron’s lack of commitment to treaties allows
the Huron tribe, led by Magua, to attack the withdrawing British families, killing the
majority and taking Cora and Alice captives. Under Hawkeye’s leadership, Heyward,
Uncas, Chingachgook, and David Gamut (an instructor in the art of psalmody) put on
different disguises to penetrate the Huron’s camp but only succeed in freeing Alice.
Uncas’s heightened sentimentality which developed through his contact with Hawkeye
and his interactions with the heroines causes him to break away from his Native war
customs. This deviation costs Uncas his life and leads to Cora’s death as well. The novel
ends with the mourning of Cora and Uncas and a prophecy from a Native chief predicting
the demise of their tribes.
In the preface written in 1826, Cooper informs his reader that The Last of the
Mohicans is a narrative; it is not a fiction in which readers expect to find “imagery and
romantic picture” (iii). Cooper blames any fault that could be found in his depictions on
discrepancies in translations that resulted from the whites’ inability to understand the
different languages and dialects of the Native tribes (iv). To prove the truthfulness of his
depictions, Cooper not only attributes his knowledge of the Native people to the work of
“the pious, the venerable, and the experienced Heckewelder [who is] a fund of
information” (vii) but also, as Sloan notes, he uses rhetorical strategies such as the
separation of the narrator’s voice from that of the author and the insertion of “facts” into
his narrative to claim “historical integrity” for his novel (33). Such claims to truthful
representations and realistic accounts of Native peoples’ way of life prompted much
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criticism even from contemporary reviewers. W. H. Gardiner, for example, saw in
Cooper’s adaptations of Heckewelder’s observations a cause for presenting “altogether a
false and ideal view of the Indian character” (cited in Peck 4).9 Other critics though, such
as James Beard and Roy Harvey Pearce, defended Cooper’s portrayal of the Native
people and even commended him for the research he had done, arguing that he had used
the resources that were available to him at the time (Peck 5).10 Nevertheless, whether
Cooper was trying to present a truthful image based on Heckewelder’s writings or was
only presenting stereotypes, he created a narrative that remained for “several generations
one of the most popular of all American novels and a work which created an idea of
America which put down deep and permanent roots in Europe, in Latin America, and in
the recesses of our own minds” (Haberly 432). The popularity that the narrative achieved
suggests its great influence on the readers’ conception of the Native American: a selfdestructive being who is leading themself to extinction.
Critical studies of The Last of the Mohicans focus generally on themes such as
national identity,11 miscegenation,12 and the inevitable vanishing of the Native people—

For a general view of the development of criticism on The Last of the Mohicans, please see Peck “Introduction”.
James Beard, for example, states that, "Though Cooper seems never to have prepared a systematic list of readings,
the extraordinary assimilation of information displayed in his fiction suggests that his knowledge of Indians was as full
and authentic as discriminating study of the printed sources of his time allowed" (cited in Peck 5). Pearce as well
suggests that Cooper was only using the image of the Native people that was available to him, “He was taking them as
his culture gave them to him. And he was to give them back to his culture imaged so powerfully that they could never
be rejected, yet imaged so powerfully that no one could doubt that they had to be destroyed” (Savagism and
Civilization a Study of the Indian and the American Mind 201).
11 Juliet Shields’s “Savage and Scott-Ish Masculinity” and Lindsey Smith’s “Cross-Cultural Hybridity” discuss the
portrayal of Hawkeye and Heyward as willing to learn or adopt Native American customs.
12 In Love and Death in the American Novel, Leslie Fiedler argues that the novel is mainly concerned with
miscegenation. Cooper’s fear of racial mixing and his desire to free himself from women prompt him to imagine a
mythic relationship between a white and a Native man in the wilderness where the absence of white women makes it
possible for such a relationship between men to flourish. Fiedler is also interested in the way that everything from
characters to plots to themes are “strangely doubled” (202). In “Sacred Ties of Brotherhood,” Katherine Magyarody
points out that The Last Of the Mohicans accepts interracial relationships that have no potential of reproductivity, such
as the friendship between Hawkeye and Chingcachgook, while it “disavows” ones that have the potential of
reproduction such as the romance between Cora and Uncas (317). The novel suggests a new way of presenting the
relationship between colonizer/colonized such as the fraternal relation between Heyward and Uncas and it looks at the
role of women in changing “horizontal peer models into affiliative hierarchies” (321). In “‘Without a Cross’: The
Cultural Significance of the Sublime and Beautiful in Cooper's The Last of the Mohicans,” Cooper’s refusal of mixing
9
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which is my main concern in this chapter. John Hay, for example, argues that Cooper
engages in “extinction discourse” which is related to the “eradication” of populations due
to biological factors (245).13 Nineteenth century anthropological belief in the vanishing of
certain races due to natural causes made it possible for Cooper to portray the Native
population as a race that is on the verge of extinction. While Hay’s main argument is
built on Cooper’s use of biology, mine focuses on his depiction of ongoing voluntary
practices that the Native people cling to despite their damaging effect. I believe that
Cooper does not mainly depend on uncontrollable natural causes to justify the Native
peoples’ demise; Cooper seems to want to blame Native people for their own conditions,
so as to upset any efforts that might be exerted to save them.
Saddik Gohar and Randall Davis also focus on Cooper’s justification of Native
peoples’ removal as a direct consequence to their actions. Gohar contends that Cooper’s

is tackled in the form of a potential mix between the sublime and the beautiful; a mix that Cooper portrays as
detrimental. Whether that mix is between wilderness and civilization, African and white races, or even English and
Scottish origins, the result is always the destruction of one (Blakemore). Other studies are not focused on
miscegenation as much as they are concerned about the role of women in the novel. For example, in “How Men and
Women Wrote Indian Stories,” Nina Baym points out that The Last of the Mohicans was written in response to Lydia
Maria Child’s Hobomok which was calling for an appreciation for women’s value by creating “a less intolerant, less
literal-minded, more gracious civil state than the one instituted in America by Puritan men” (70-71). Baym argues that
Cooper wanted to dismiss Hobomok as a “juvenile and potentially harmful fantasy” by claiming that his novel
represents “Indian warfare and Indian nature realistically” as opposed to the romantic picture that Child and other
women writers depicted. Focusing mainly on Cora and Alice, Baym discusses Cooper’s belief that bravery, firmness,
intelligence, self-possessions, and eloquence are useless for women since white men prefer a woman that they can
defend and fight for, “A woman’s weakness is her strength in the white world, because it inspires men like Duncan,
representative of European-American civilization, to fight for her” —which is why Alice is rewarded with marriage to
Heyward while independent Cora is sent to the grave (77). In “Women and Indians: The Last of the Mohicans and the
Captivity Tradition,” David Haberly examines the influence of the captivity genre on The Last of the Mohicans.
Haberly argues that by creating Cora and Alice, Cooper uses doubling to “represent two very different types of
captivity heroines, and two divergent reactions to captivity” (437). Haberly shows that two captivities are developed in
the novel; one before and one after the massacre of Fort William Henry. The first was “within the outer limits of the
white world” and ended with the happy return of the females to their father, while the other took place on lands still
inhabited by the Native tribes so ended in death. Through these captivities, Cooper examines the “enormous, ironic
power of those consistently describes as ‘tender blossoms’ and ‘harmless things’” and how this power can become
“immensely destructive” on the frontier through their effects on men of all races (440).
13 Hay argues that Cooper’s aim of omitting the Native people while incorporating their culture into the new American
identity prompted him to not specify who the “last” of the Mohicans actually is. Killing off Uncas in The Last of the
Mohicans and Chingcachgook in The Pioneers opens the possibility that Natty is the carrier of the Mohican culture
which makes him the last of the tribe. Hay points out that one can even take it a step further and claim that Heyward’s
grandson, Captain Duncan Uncas Middleton, who is depicted in The Prairie, is the last of the Mohicans since he carries
Uncas’s name.
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dramatization of racial difference, his silencing of a “reasonable voice” of the Native
people, and his depiction of them as blood-thirsty alcoholics contributed to the Colonial
discourse of dehumanizing the other and to the Nineteenth century call to remove the
Native tribes. Davis studies Cooper’s use of the “drunken Indian” stereotype to justify
removal policies and argues that, despite some differences in the depiction of drunken
Native Americans across Cooper’s works, these depictions still support the “popular
nineteenth-century assumption that Native Americans tended to be ‘addicted’ to alcohol”
and “ultimately highlight most the presumed ‘moral weakness’ of the ‘red man’” thus
justifying removal policies (228-29). So, while Gohar and Davis are also concerned with
Cooper’s blaming of the Native people for their own condition, they focus mainly on the
Native people’s attitudes towards whites and on the common view of their “addiction” to
alcohol. This chapter, on the other hand, focuses more on the Native people’s intra- and
inter-tribal relations as depicted in the novel.
Sloan finds in Cooper’s blaming of other European forces another attempt to
absolve Americans of the guilt of removing the Native people from their land. Sloan
argues that Cooper’s narrative “accuses eighteenth-century European explorers—
specifically the French, British, and Dutch—of conspiring with the most savage Indian
tribes to deterritorialize the last peaceable North American tribe, the Lenapes” (35). This
act of deterritorialization of the good tribes left Americans no choice but to remove the
hostile ones to ensure the safety of white settlers. Although I agree with Sloan that
Cooper’s major goal is to shift the blame off the Americans, I believe that he does not
want to stir a sense of guilt in any of his white readers, who might be affiliated with the
British (or other European nationalities), and thus might be prompted to attempt helping
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any remaining Native people. By blaming the Native people themselves, Cooper explains
the futility of such attempts. So, while scholars such as Hay, Gohar, Davis, and Sloan
discuss Cooper’s attempts to justify the removal and vanishing of the Native people due
to natural causes, hostilities towards whites, or inferior natures marked by succumbing to
intemperance, I claim here that in The Last of the Mohicans, Cooper argues that Native
people were self-destroyed by their divisiveness, superstition, and unwillingness to
change.
Throughout the narrative, Cooper portrays the Native people as revengeful,
especially towards each other, self-destructive of their own communities and their own
natural resources, superstitious in their healing practices, and unwilling to change their
customs even if they are damaging to their own well-being; as Dippie puts it, “the
savage’s mind, an impenetrable mystery, was closed to change and improvement. Even
the threat of extinction could not shake its complacency” (29). Contrary to that, Cooper
portrays the whites as open to adapting native techniques and customs if these ensure
survival and contribute to their way of life. By depicting the Native people as inherently
self-destructive, Cooper elicits resignation towards their condition as he explains their
decline in number as inevitable due to their own practices. Cooper assures whites that
whatever efforts they believe could save the Native tribes would prove futile; all whites
can do is offer a passive sympathy that entails no action and thus should remain entirely
in the realm of emotions.
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1.1 Self-destruction through Divisions and Revenge
Cooper’s main goal in this narrative is to erase any sense of guilt that the whites
may feel regarding the Native peoples’ situation. Cooper starts this mission with a story
narrated by Chingcachgook about his tribe’s coming to the land and how they eventually
lost it to the whites. Chingcachgook describes how his tribe came from “where the sun is
hid at night” and determined that the “country should be ours.” The Delaware fought the
Native tribe of Alligewi and killed countless numbers of them to take possession of this
newly found, desired land. Then, to prevent the Maquas from sharing their acquired
space, the Delaware fought and drove off the Maquas to where there was no food or
water,
We came from the place where the sun is hid at night, over great plains where the
buffaloes live, until we reached the big river. There we fought the Alligewi, till
the ground was red with their blood. .... The Maquas followed at a distance. We
said the country should be ours from the place where the water runs up no longer
on this stream, to a river twenty sun's journey toward the summer. We drove the
Maquas into the woods with the bears. They only tasted salt at the licks; they
drew no fish from the great lake; we threw them the bones. (17-18)
This story of bloodshed and cruelty—which describes how the narrative’s venerated
tribe, the Delaware, flooded the land with the blood of one tribe and left another to
starve—is then set against the story of how the whites acquired the land. According to
Chingcachgook, after the Delaware’s victory, the Native tribes were living in peace and
enjoying the bounties of nature, but all that changed with the arrival of the Dutch and
their alcohol or “fire-water” (18). Chingcachgook recounts that “The Dutch landed, and
gave my people the fire-water; they drank until the heavens and the earth seemed to meet,
and they foolishly thought they had found the Great Spirit. Then they parted with their
land. Foot by foot” (18). Basically then, Chingcachgook tells the scout that his tribe sold
28

their lands to the whites in return for the fire-water because his tribesmen believed that it
was helping them enter into communion with the Great Spirit. So, according to
Chingcachgook, selling the land to the whites was done voluntarily by the Native people
who were seeking spiritual rewards.14 Presenting Native people as wasting their own land
is meant to absolve the whites of any wrongdoing.15 Cooper seems to argue here that the
Europeans probably used more peaceful means than those of the Delaware as they
peacefully exchanged the land with what they owned. Even Chingcachgook blames his
own ancestors as he mourns the fact that his tribe lost their land due to their “foolish”
belief that the fire-water helped them find the Great Spirit; meaning that they sold their
land to fulfill some misguided spiritual needs. Chingcachgook blames the Dutch for
introducing alcohol, yet he says that “they,” referring to his own tribe, “parted with their
land”, they were not forced to part as much as they chose to part. By presenting the story
of the land as narrated by a Native man, Cooper assumes a tone of objectivity.
Cooper tries to maintain an objective tone by mentioning diverse characteristics
of the Native people. These general characteristics of the “native warrior” are meant to
present what Smith describes as “not altogether three dimensional… [but] does attribute a
dynamism to American Indians” (529). According to Cooper, “Few men exhibit greater
diversity, or, if we may so express it, greater antithesis of character, than the native

14It

is worth noting that the state of drunkenness or I would add mental confusion is associated with communion with
the Great Spirit not only in The Last of the Mohicans but also in other narratives such as Hobomok. In The Last of the
Mohicans, the Hurons believe that Gamut possesses special powers resulting from his mental condition that guide his
actions. In Hobomok, when Mary Conant was showing signs of madness, Hobomok also attributed her condition to a
communion with the Great Spirit.
15 Dippie too highlights this idea as a common belief among Nineteenth century whites who claimed that, “The Indian
wanted liquor. Cass remembered how a venerable chief of the Potawatomies, during the negotiation at the Treaty of
Chicago 1821, begged the commissioners to give his people alcohol, saying, ‘Father, we care not for the money, nor the
land, nor the goods. We want the whiskey. Give us the whiskey’” (36). In his Notes on the State of Virginia, Thomas
Jefferson stresses the idea that the Native people’s loss of land which contributed to their vanishing was done
voluntarily, “There remain the Mattaponies three or four men only, and [they] have more negro than Indian blood in
them. They have lost their language, have reduced themselves, by voluntary sales, to about fifty acres of land” (cited in
Dippie 33).
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warrior of North America. In war, he is daring, boastful, cunning, ruthless, self-denying,
and self-devoted; in peace, just, generous, hospitable, revengeful, superstitious, modest,
and commonly chaste” (1). In this list, Cooper includes a number of positive attributes of
the Native individual to prepare his readers for a narrative that will include complex
Native characters such as Uncas and Magua. What is interesting in the list is including a
blood-shedding quality during both war and peace: “ruthless” in war and “revengeful” in
peace. “Revengeful” during peacetime becomes even more interesting because it is
followed by “superstitious.” Revenge that is mostly based on superstition, or more
broadly on imaginary reasons, is figured continuously throughout the narrative and is
found in other narratives about Native peoples.16 Ruthlessness, vengeance, and
superstition are the main qualities that Cooper highlights in The Last of the Mohicans to
explain what he perceives as the Native peoples’ self-destructive way of life.
After establishing vengeance and superstition as part of the Native peoples’
nature, Cooper can now provide his argument that the whites are innocent of the
hostilities and divisions among the tribes, that these divisions and hostilities are a direct
result of Native people’s nature. Cooper relates a story that even preceded the events of
his current narrative, a memory of a time when the narrator attended the signing of a
treaty organized by whites between two hostile tribes:
The writer remembers to have been present at an interview between two chiefs of
the Great Prairies west of the Mississippi, and when an interpreter was in
attendance who spoke both their languages. The warriors appeared to be on the
most friendly terms, and seemingly conversed much together; yet, according to
the account of the interpreter, each was absolutely ignorant of what the other said.
They were of hostile tribes, brought together by the influence of the American
government; and it is worthy of remark, that a common policy led them both to
In Hobomok, Corbitant tries to kill Hobomok and Mr. Conant’s family based on his belief that Hobomok wanted to
humiliate a female relative of Corbitant.
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adopt the same subject. They mutually exhorted each other to be of use in the
event of the chances of war throwing either of the parties into the hands of his
enemies. Whatever may be the truth, as respects the root and the genius of the
Indian tongues, it is quite certain they are now so distinct in their words as to
possess most of the disadvantages of strange languages; hence much of the
embarrassment that has arisen in learning their histories, and most of the
uncertainty which exists in their traditions. (2)
Two things stand out from this story: one is that although these two tribes are of the same
race and lived in the vicinity of each other, they were not willing to unite their interests;
on the contrary, they were only pretending in front of the whites to harbor good intentions
while in fact they were completely unaware of what the other tribe was planning. It took
the presence of Americans and their provision of an interpreter who speaks both
languages to secure a basic form of communication, but even with that, the Native tribes
apparently did not seize the chance, only pretending to communicate just to adhere to a
common policy and not out of any genuine interest in reaching a common understanding.
The second important thing is the reference to having multiple and ever changing Native
languages which seem to make it almost impossible for the tribes to interact with one
another, not to mention the impossibility for whites to precisely record any information
about Native tribes and their history. Even “sympathetic” writers like Cooper would, as
he points out in the preface, face tremendous difficulties to accurately register the history
of the Native people. The main thing that Cooper wants to point out is that the lack of
desire for honest communication and of a method for mutual communication among the
Native people are not whites’ fault; these issues are indicators of the inherent divisions
among the Native tribes that eventually led to their decline.17
Arguing that “lastness” is not only biological, but also linguistic, Hay observes that, “If Natty Bumppo seems to
alternate between a backwoods vernacular and a loftier, more poetic dialect, it is probably because he alternates
between speaking in English and speaking in Delaware (or in one of the other myriad Indian dialects at his command).
Similarly, the narrator’s translation of Uncas’s Mohican voice renders it into archaic English (using, for example,
17
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Cooper takes the language issue a step further to suggest that the divisions among
the Native tribes are so deep that even when a Native man learns an additional language,
he learns it for the purpose of destroying another tribe. Magua’s ability to speak French,
which was one of the reasons why he was employed by Heyward, is considered by
Hawkeye as a sign of treason: “I call them Iroquois, because to me every native, who
speaks a foreign tongue, is accounted an enemy, though he may pretend to serve the
king!” (30). Hawkeye assures Heyward that when Native people use languages other than
their native tongues, they only use them to destroy each other. Hawkeye cites the case of
the Mohawks and the Oneidas as an example, as they conspired with the whites against
the Delawares who were considered the strongest and finest among the tribes. This
conspiracy led to the disarming of the Delawares, which left them humiliated both among
the other Native tribes and among the whites, not to mention that it diminished the ability
of this strong tribe to fend for itself or other tribes.18 By learning the language, the
Mohawks and the Oneidas were able to convince the whites too that they would help
them, but the scout observes that if one betrays one’s race, then one is never to be trusted
to help any other (30).
The scout makes it clear that learning a new language or culture should be done
mainly for the service of one’s own race; a decree that the whites in the novel explicitly
abide by. The scout’s ability to speak the Native language helped him learn their skills
and customs which he continuously applies to the service of his race. For example, due to
‘thou’ and ‘thine’), suggesting its obsolescence and proximity to extinction. Of Uncas’s white companions, the only
one who can understand his words is the illiterate Hawk-eye, who can translate Mohican speech into English but cannot
transcribe it into text” (260).
18 Betrayal among Native tribes is believed to be a main cause in their loss against whites. according to Dippie, “Tribal
divisions—and, also, intertribal factions—often cut deeper than racial differences, and had been ripe for exploitation….
King Philips defeat, for example, was significantly expedited by “friendly” Indians who, in serving the Puritans as
guides and soldiers, set a pattern than would persist until the end of the Indian wars more than two centuries later….
Divisiveness, rooted in the very concept of tribalism, fatally compromised the Indian’s ability to resist white advance”
(40).
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his acquired knowledge of the forest routes, he volunteers his services (and those of
Chingcachgook and Uncas) to guide Heyward and his white companions to Fort William
Henry for no monetary gain (27). Also, later in the narrative, the scout displays an ability
to recognize and apply Native tactics in hiding trails during marches and to employ
Native customs to penetrate tribes in order to save his friends. While the scout can
successfully appropriate Native knowledge to his and his race’s advantage, the same is
not true for Native people. Lindsey Smith points out that the characters in the narrative,
upon cross-cultural contact, go through some kind of “mediation or modification” or
“transculturalization” (535). While some of the characters—such as Natty, Heyward, and
Uncas—go through certain “modifications” as they interact with each other; the results of
these modifications are not always positive. For whites, the change seems deliberate and
temporary and is adopted to achieve a purpose, such as ensuring survival of oneself or of
other characters—a change I believe that is meant to reflect an intellectual superiority of
whites. For the Native people, on the other hand, the change seems uncontrolled.
Magua’s adoption of some white customs, for example, turns him into an individual that
is refused by both races.19 Similar dire consequences apply to Uncas. Although the
sentimentality that he acquired from being raised by Hawkeye and acquainted with white
women “advanced him probably centuries before, the practices of his nation” is described
as “positive,” it left him less patient than Native warriors and eventually caused him to
fail in his attempt to save Cora or even his own life (75). In short, Cooper makes it clear
that when whites employ Native knowledge, they employ it to save their own friends

Smith argues that Magua is described as a “rascal” due to his internalization of the identity created for him by whites.
Magua “struggles with the Delaware language and refers to himself in French as ‘Le Renard Subtil,’ or ‘The Subtle
Fox,’ the name given to him by his ‘Canadian fathers,’ a designation that emphasizes Europeans’ approximation of
him, an identity that he has internalized” (536).
19
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because they possess not only the necessary intellectual capacity, but also the racial unity
to adapt that knowledge to their advantage; when Native people attempt to employ white
customs, their lacking intellects lead to nothing but destruction.
Since divisions among the Native tribes cannot be resolved by finding a common
means of communication or adopting white civilization, Cooper assumes that they are
part of Native peoples’ nature. Perhaps the whites might be at fault for playing on these
divisions to advance their interests, but they are not to blame for originating them:
It is true that white cunning has managed to throw the tribes into great confusion,
as respects friends and enemies; so that the Hurons and the Oneidas, who speak
the same tongue, or what may be called the same, take each other's scalps, and the
Delawares are divided among themselves; …. Yet a red natur' is not likely to alter
with every shift of policy; so that the love atwixt a Mohican and a Mingo is much
like the regard between a white man and a serpent. (133)
Hawkeye stresses that the Native tribes never change their stances or their policies
regarding each other; the tribes that were originally hostile towards each other would
never be on good terms no matter what policies the whites put in place to establish peace
among them. Hawkeye’s analysis here corroborates the narrator’s story about the Native
tribes who were only pretending to be in agreement to please the whites.
This information sounded strange to Heyward who assumed that the Native tribes
were wise enough to unite so as to ensure their own interests rather than be divided or
serve under white banners, “I regret to hear it; for I had believed those natives who dwelt
within our boundaries had found us too just and liberal, not to identify themselves fully
with our quarrels.” Hawkeye agrees that naturally, one would avoid divisions, but he
reminds Heyward that it is race and religion that determine this nature, “Why, I believe it
is natur' to give a preference to one's own quarrels before those of strangers. Now, for
myself, I do love justice; and, therefore, I will not say I hate a Mingo, for that may be
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unsuitable to my color and my religion.” Hawkeye seems to suggest that unlike Christian
whites whose nature stipulates that they side with one another and do not interfere in
other races’ “quarrels”, Native peoples’ nature calls for vengeance and bloodshed
whether these are inter- or intra-racial (133).
The author confirms the scout’s notes about the Native nations’ division as these
divisions were “in the fullest force” at the time of the narrative (133). But Cooper
mentions nothing about the origins of these divisions or about the role of whites in
aggravating them. However, he elaborates on how hostile Native tribes served under
European banners and fought against their kin:
The confusion of nations, and even of tribes, to which Hawkeye alluded, existed
at that period in the fullest force. The great tie of language, and, of course, of a
common origin, was severed in many places; and it was one of its consequences,
that the Delaware and the Mingo (as the people of the Six Nations were called)
were found fighting in the same ranks, while the latter sought the scalp of the
Huron, though believed to be the root of his own stock. (133)
Such collaboration of “facts” between the narrator and the author is, according to Sloan, a
rhetorical move that is supposed to add credibility to the narrative, as it stresses that
Native people are inherently divided and that this division is a big reason for their
demise. Their thirst for blood overcomes any ties that normally bind people.
Such readiness to sever even tribal and familial ties to fulfill their desire for
revenge and bloodshed meant that it was impossible for whites to use treaties and verbal
incentives to establish peace with or among Native tribes. While trying to track Magua
and his captives—Cora, Alice, and David—Heyward criticizes Hawkeye’s cautious
measures of being keen on hiding their trail: “What need have we for this stolen and
hurried departure?... the authority of Colonel Munro—would prove sufficient protection
against the anger of our allies.” Heyward questions the necessity of Hawkeye’s elaborate
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measures to ensure that no Native can follow them arguing that Munro’s presence with
them should be sufficient to ensure their safety since they have signed treaties with the
tribes. Hawkeye, who is depicted as an expert in Native peoples’ practices, mocks
Heyward’s opinion, telling him that if whites were in any way able to control the Native
peoples’ urge to kill, they would have done so a long time ago; it is impossible to depend
solely on treaties to ensure that the Native tribes live peacefully whether amongst
themselves or with the whites. Hawkeye asks sarcastically, “Why did not the grand
Frencher, he who is captain-general of the Canadas, bury the tomahawks of the Hurons, if
a word from a white can work so strongly on the natur' of an Indian?” (136). Hawkeye
believes that to ensure peaceful coexistence among the tribes, there need always be a
European army standing between those tribes. Mere words are useless so long as the
Native warriors have arms in their possession with which they can kill: “There is a vast
difference between throwing a regiment of white coats atwixt the tribes and the prisoners,
and coaxing an angry savage to forget he carries a knife and rifle, with words that must
begin with calling him your son. No, no,” (137).
Hawkeye’s remark about the futility of agreements with the Native tribes is
evidenced in the Huron’s attack on the British who were withdrawing peacefully from
their camp at Fort William Henry. As allies, it was commonly assumed that the Hurons
would respect all treaties between the French and other parties. Suspecting the Native
nature of breaking treaties, Montcalm reminds Magua that he should abide by the
agreement with Munro: “Does not my son know that the hatchet is buried between the
English and his Canadian Father?... Let him prove it [that Magua is a great chief as he
calls himself], by teaching his nation how to conduct themselves toward our new friends”
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(113). But despite the agreement between Colonel Munro and General Montcalm that
ensures the safety of the British as they travel to another British camp, the Hurons still
attacked the withdrawing party; the thirst for blood and revenge was on full display as the
Hurons watched the group march to what it hoped would be safety. The only thing that
detained the Hurons from an immediate attack was the physical presence of the French
army: “Along the sweeping borders of the woods hung a dark cloud of savages, eyeing
the passage of their enemies, and hovering at a distance, like vultures who were only kept
from swooping on their prey by the presence and restraint of a superior army” (117). So
once the French passed, the Hurons commenced their act of vengeance on the
unsuspecting group.
Almost all critics see Cooper’s justification for whites’ eventual displacement of
the Native people in the savagery displayed in the massacre scene. However, I believe
that it is not only the thirst for blood that is the main issue here, but also the inherent
tendency for betrayal and revenge whether it is against whites or against other tribes. The
horrific scene of the massacre of Fort William Henry reemphasizes the image of the
Native people as instinctively drawn to any opportunity for bloodshed. Once Magua
“raised the fatal and appalling whoop… More than two thousand raving savages broke
from the forest at the signal, and threw themselves across the fatal plain with instinctive
alacrity” (118). The prospect of bloodshed is so appealing to the Native tribe that they
“threw themselves…with instinctive alacrity” at the scene. It is their instinct and nature
that led them to Magua’s whoop. The sight of blood thrilled the Hurons to such a degree
that “many among them even kneeled to the earth, and drank freely, exultingly, hellishly,
of the crimson tide” (118). By depicting the Native people as so controlled by their urge
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for bloodshed that not only are they willing to break agreements, but also instinctively act
so savagely as to “freely” drink the blood of their enemies, Cooper presents the Native
people as naturally and mentally deficient.20
What remains of this section will focus on the way that Cooper attributes this
deficiency to a kinship with animals and how this affinity shapes the Native people’s
actions. Cooper argues that this kinship endowed the Native people with faculties that
match their way of life as hunters. But the Native people are not animals, so instead of
using these faculties to attack others to satisfy hunger or fend off danger like animals,
Cooper shows the Native people use their faculties to satisfy their urge of bloodshed. The
Native people would hunt or kill—animals and humans—to satisfy their natural tendency
to shed blood and secure revenge as stipulated by their race and religion.
To prove a kinship with the animals of the wilderness, Cooper uses the Native
peoples’ own words. After the escape of the captives from the Hurons, they find refuge
among the adjacent Lenape. During a long speech in which Magua attempts to convince
the Lenape to return his prisoners, he reminds his audience of the kinship that the Great
Spirit found between the Native people and the wild animals. According to Magua, the
different languages that the tribes use are gifts from the Great Spirit to help each tribe
communicate with their animal relatives, like bears and fish: “If the Great Spirit gave
different tongues to his red children,…it was that all animals might understand them.
Some He placed among the snows, with their cousin, the bear. Some he placed near the
setting sun, on the road to the happy hunting grounds. Some on the lands around the great
fresh waters; but to His greatest, and most beloved, He gave the sands of the salt lake”
According to Davis, “Nineteenth-century debates concerning interaction between Euro-Americans and Native
Americans … often focused upon ‘Indian nature’; the presumed inferiority of ‘Indian nature’ became a central rationale
for continued Euro-American migration westward and consequent dispossession ofNative American lands” (215).
20
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(204-5). Cooper’s readers are left wondering about the damaging effect of the Great
Spirit’s visible partiality. Readers are also left speculating on other common behaviors
the Native people share with their animal “cousins” and if these people would ever
develop from their lifestyle that matches that of their animal relatives to a civilized
lifestyle that can match that of their new white neighbors.
But, as an “objective” writer, Cooper first presents the positive effects of this
kinship. The narrative suggests that Native peoples developed senses similar to those of
their animal relatives. According to Hawkeye, each race is endowed with certain
capabilities that other races lack, and the Native people have what he calls “Indian
senses”, which seem to include a very strong sense of hearing and tracking that can help
them find their prey—both animal and human. When Hawkeye was trying to determine if
they were followed by the Mingos, he tried to listen for tracks but soon realized that his
faculties are those of a white man which are unhelpful in tracking the Native warriors:
“the scout placed himself in an attitude of intense attention and listened long and keenly
…. His vigilance, however, seemed exercised in vain”. Hawkeye decided that he “must
give a call to Uncas. The boy has Indian senses, and he may hear what is hid from us; for,
being a white-skin, I will not deny my nature” (130). Hawkeye’s race made it impossible
for him to develop the “Indian senses” that Uncas and other Native people have
“inherited” from their kin. By admitting his own lack, Hawkeye seems to make it natural
that races vary in their “endowments” according to what they inherit.21
Another “Indian sense” that is associated with the Native peoples’ natural
tendency to seek revenge is the ability to identify scalps. Hawkeye marvels at the ability

Ezra Tawil’s The Making of Racial Sentiment provides a thorough analysis of the way that frontier narratives
differentiated races based on emotional instead of physical endowments.
21
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of the Native people to tell from the scalp and hair of a man not only his nation, but also
the specific tribe to which the dead man belongs:
Now, to white eyes there is no difference between this bit of skin and that of any
other Indian, and yet the Sagamore declares it came from the poll of a Mingo;
nay, he even names the tribe of the poor devil, with as much ease as if the scalp
was the leaf of a book, and each hair a letter. What right have Christian whites to
boast of their learning, when a savage can read a language that would prove too
much for the wisest of them all! (132)
Hawkeye argues that knowledge of scalps is crucial and no less sophisticated than the
knowledge that whites put in their books. However, we need to keep in mind that
Hawkeye does not know how to read, so his opinion about the knowledge disseminated
through books is questionable. It also shows that each race values the type of knowledge
that contributes to their mode of living; Native people are depicted as consumed with
hunting, war, and revenge, while whites are depicted as possessing superior intellectual
capacities. In Savagism and Civilization, Pearce points out that Chingcachgook and
Uncas are “Marked by all the qualities of savage nobility, bravery, cunning, courage,
artfulness, they yet are limited by their life of hunting and warfare…. The Indians, that is
to say, are of a piece in their savagism” (202-03). So, no matter if the Native individual is
good or bad, they are still confined to their nature as hunters who can develop senses that
match that nature only.
The Native peoples’ natural tendency to shed blood or hunt not only affects their
physical senses, but also their mental capacities. According to the narrative, hunting—
whether for animals or humans—seems to be the Native man’s sole purpose in life and
the only thing that occupies his mind. After Hawkeye and his group escaped from the
Hurons, they sat resting in a cave under a waterfall. Chingcachgook’s
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gravity… remained immovable… The fierceness of his countenance now seemed
to slumber, and in its place was to be seen the quiet, vacant composure which
distinguishes an Indian warrior, when his faculties are not required for any of the
greater purposes of his existence. ... On the other hand, the quick, roving eye of
the scout seldom rested… his vigilance seemed never to desert him. Twenty times
the gourd or the venison was suspended before his lips, while his head was turned
aside, as though he listened to some distant and distrusted sounds. (35)
The contrast between the vigilance of the scout and the “vacant composure” of
Chingcachgook that can only be aroused by the prospect of hunting reflects a difference
in the mental capacities of both races. Chingcachgook seems incapable of any abstract
thinking beyond his senses, as if he suffers a mental deficiency that distinguishes him
from his white companions. This “vacant composure” that Cooper describes is not
limited to Chingcachgook; it “distinguishes an Indian warrior.” Hawkeye’s “quick,
roving eye”, on the other hand, reflects the ever-working mind of a man who leaves
nothing to chance. Building on this difference in capacities, one can argue that Cooper
depicts the whites as initiators of action while Native people as mere reactors to stimuli.
The Native people’s natural tendency to shed blood is further contrasted with the
whites’ “rational” responses to perceived danger. During the group’s travel in the forest,
they hear a sound, then a voice talking in an unfamiliar language. Hawkeye, as a frontier
man, immediately prepares his rifle and urges the group to do the same: “Stand to your
arms, my friends; for we know not whom we encounter.” But once the voice is repeated
and the figure is somewhat visible, Heyward recognizes that it is a French sentinel.
Instead of responding with weapons, Heyward and the females exchanged a few words
with him and determined that “his speech was friendly and his wishes kind,” so they part
with him amicably. However, as naturally aroused at the sight of a prey or the prospect of
bloodshed, Chingcachgook cannot fight his urge to kill. Without even signaling to the
41

group, Chingcachgook vanishes for a very short time only to return with the scalp of the
young French sentinel: “the form of the Indian was seen gliding out of the thicket. As the
chief rejoined them, with one hand he attached the reeking scalp of the unfortunate young
Frenchman to his girdle, and with the other he replaced the knife and tomahawk that had
drunk his blood. He then took his wonted station, with the air of a man who believed he
had done a deed of merit” (90). For Chingcachgook, Cooper wants to show this act of
destruction and bloodshed is not carried out to ensure survival or to secure food, but is
instead an instinct or a “gift and natur’ of an Indian” (91). Chingcachgook only killed as a
response to his nature and to collect another trophy.
The scout’s response not only suggests whites’ refusal of such unwarranted
killing, but also introduces the idea that Native people lack both the mental capacity and
the moral compass that make them answerable to their actions. The Native man was not
threatened by the French youth; for him, the good Indian, hunting is a natural tendency
that even he could not shake off: “The scout dropped one end of his rifle to the earth, and
leaning his hands on the other, he stood musing in profound silence. Then, shaking his
head in a mournful manner, he muttered: ‘'Twould have been a cruel and an unhuman act
for a white-skin; but 'tis the gift and natur' of an Indian, and I suppose it should not be
denied’” (91). In her analysis of the scene, Cassandra Jackson points out that, “the Native
American characters, good and bad, are represented as immune to the supposedly
civilizing influence of Europeans…..Not only is he [Chingcachgook] unaffected by the
criticism of the white men, he remains unconscious of their displeasure, suggesting that
he is incapable of comprehending any interpretation of his act as something other than an
honorable achievement” (23). But what the scout finds mostly unfortunate is that the life
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that was taken was that of a Frenchman, not of a Native American: “I could wish, though,
it had befallen an accursed Mingo, rather than that gay young boy from the old countries”
(91). It seems that it does not matter which “Mingo” dies as long as the white man is
preserved.
The whites’ intellectual superiority is not only reflected in their rational
responses, but also in their ability to analyze others’ actions. Hawkeye mocks the way
that Native people would spend a lot of time trying to hide their traces in very predictable
ways especially for someone familiar with their techniques: “If them varlets have passed
a minute, they have spent hours in striving to fabricate a lying end to their trail! Well, I've
known them to waste a day in the same manner to as little purpose.” By presenting
Native methods and customs as simplistic and primitive, and by portraying white males
as experts in those customs, Cooper successfully encodes that whites are intellectually
superior to Native people. This idea is further stressed when in the same paragraph
Hawkeye marvels how God is “partial” in the way that He endows some peoples with
certain capacities and states that people should come to terms with that. Hawkeye
comments on Alice’s beauty and delicacy that makes her superior to other females: “Here
we have three pair of moccasins, and two of little feet. It is amazing that any mortal
beings can journey on limbs so small! …By the Lord, it is no longer than a child's and yet
the maidens are tall and comely. That Providence is partial in its gifts, for its own wise
reasons, the best and most contented of us must allow” (147). According to Hawkeye
then, there is no question that God has given certain characteristics to certain races; one
just has to accept that.

43

Having different characteristics apparently means having different heavens, so the
Native peoples’ natural desire for bloodshed entailed that their heavens are big hunting
grounds to satisfy that tendency. The scout ponders with Heyward on the thought that
since heaven is meant to match the desires of its inhabitants, and since the whites and
Native peoples seem to have different desires, would that entail that each would have
their own heaven? Heyward is of the “opinion that the heaven of a red-skin and
of…whites will be of one and the same,” yet Hawkeye quickly dismisses this view
arguing that “paradise is ordained for happiness; and that men will be indulged in it
according to their dispositions and gifts. I, therefore, judge that a red-skin is not far from
the truth when he believes he is to find them glorious hunting grounds of which his
traditions tell; nor, for that matter, do I think it would be any disparagement to a man
without a cross to pass his time--” (129). For Hawkeye, races should be separated in
heaven “according to their dispositions and gifts” so that each can fulfill their desires.
Based on Hawkeye’s description of the French guard’s killing as a “gift and natur' of an
Indian,” it becomes clear why the Native peoples’ heaven is a hunting ground. But for the
frontier man, even the Native people’s heaven would be a place where he, as a white
man, can “pass his time.” So even after death, the whites consider themselves warranted
and willing to join the Native people in their heaven if they wish to; a willingness that
some whites might interpret as an openness to coexist with Native peoples.
However, Cooper assures any such open and sympathetic whites that it is the
Native people who utterly refuse coexistence, not even in heaven. During Cora’s burial
ceremony, Munro asks the scout to thank the Native females for preparing Cora for the
grave and to tell them that on judgment day, when all creation of all colors are gathered
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under God’s throne, God would reward them for their kindness: “Say to these kind and
gentle females, that a heart-broken and failing man returns them his thanks. Tell them,
that the Being we all worship, under different names, will be mindful of their charity; and
that the time shall not be distant when we may assemble around His throne without
distinction of sex, or rank, or color” (236). But the scout, who proclaims knowledge of
the Native people’s beliefs, tells Munro that such a thought of bringing the races together
would be utterly refused by the Native hearers. Munro, during these moments of
vulnerability and heightened sympathy, might have thought that the idea of bringing the
races together after death would appeal to the Native people. However, according to the
scout, this idea totally contradicts the Native peoples’ beliefs, so much so that it would
sound like a complete reversal of facts: “To tell them this…would be to tell them that the
snows come not in the winter, or that the sun shines fiercest when the trees are stripped of
their leaves” (236). This can serve as a reminder for Cooper’s readers who, through their
Christian sympathy, would forget that there have been what Jane Tompkins terms
“fundamental and irreconcilable dissimilarities” and like to believe that the idea of
joining the Native people on Earth or in heaven would be appealing to all (104).
After establishing the Native peoples’ inherent desire to hunt and shed blood of
both humans and animals, Cooper turns to the application of this instinct to procure
unqualified revenge. As mentioned above, the main purpose of The Last of the Mohicans
is to absolve whites of guilt. So, portraying Native peoples as revengeful despite whites’
efforts to establish peace justifies the Native inhabitants’ decline in number and renders
sympathetic whites’ efforts futile. Just like the desire to hunt is inherent in the Native
man, so the quest for revenge is inherent in his culture and religion. Cooper claims that
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the vengeful practices of the Native people have been developing for centuries, long
before the whites landed in America. The whites might have made them more visible, but
they were always there: “The vengeance of the Hurons had now taken a new direction,
and they prepared to execute it with that barbarous ingenuity with which they were
familiarized by the practise of centuries” (70). And just like Chingcachgook’s faculties
that are only aroused by an opportunity to hunt, so too are other Native peoples’ spirits
only aroused by bloodshed and revenge.
No other scene in the novel describes the unrestrained bloodshed as in the
Massacre of Fort William Henry. I explained earlier how the Native people were
“instinctively” drawn to the site of the massacre, and now we will focus on the mindless
revenge that spares no one. At a time when calls to remove the Native people faced some
opposition—calling for respect of old treaties signed with Native tribes—Cooper reminds
his readers what Native revenge can look like with striking detail. Savage revenge cannot
be depicted more clearly than in the smashing of a white baby’s head against a rock, and
the unduly and vicious murder of their mother. During the British withdrawal from Fort
William Henry, the Hurons’ hunting instincts for material and scalps were aroused. Once
out of the French army’s sight, the Hurons surrounded the unprotected group of the
British and provoked a woman by attempting to steal her shawl. The woman’s refusal
enraged the assailant who “tore the screaming infant from her arms… smiled grimly,…,
flourished the babe over his head, holding it by the feet…[then] dashed the head of the
infant against a rock, and cast its quivering remains to her [the mother’s] very feet” (118).
The savagery of the smiling Huron is set against the innocence of the white mother who,
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in her shock at the terrible loss of her babe, was not even able to curse the murderer of
her child:
[T]he mother stood, like a statue of despair, looking wildly down at the unseemly
object, which had so lately nestled in her bosom and smiled in her face; and then
she raised her eyes and countenance toward heaven, as if calling on God to curse
the perpetrator of the foul deed. She was spared the sin of such a prayer for,
maddened at his disappointment, and excited at the sight of blood, the Huron
mercifully drove his tomahawk into her own brain. (118)
Infuriated by the mother’s lack of response and excited by the sight of the baby’s blood,
the Huron kills the woman with one blow from his tomahawk. The reader is not only
meant to sympathize with the mother and to feel appalled at the Native’s cruelty, but also
is meant to contemplate the way that the woman’s inner goodness—that characterizes
white women of the period—is illustrated when she is prevented from committing any
sin, not even that of cursing her baby’s murderer, that could result from her anger and
calamity. For Christians, forgiveness is always chosen over revenge. The scene of the
baby’s murder presents not only an example of treaty breaking on the part of the Native
people, but also their inner savagery.
Native females and children are not depicted as any different from the males in
possessing an inherent desire for vengeance and bloodshed. When Uncas was captured by
the Hurons, it was the women who were not only calling for revenge and torture of the
captive but were even preparing for the “exhibition”. A “wary and aged squaw” took her
time to burn piles of brush to light the site in which Uncas upcoming torture and killing
was planned to take place. Like many captives, Uncas was to run a marked path to escape
the blows directed at him from the crowd. Instead of being a source of delicacy and
mercy, Native women and children are active participants in this bloody event:
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The warriors drew their knives, and flourishing them, they arranged themselves in
two lines, forming a lane that extended from the war-party to the lodges. The
squaws seized clubs, axes, or whatever weapon of offense first offered itself to
their hands, and rushed eagerly to act their part in the cruel game that was at hand.
Even the children would not be excluded; but boys, little able to wield the
instruments, tore the tomahawks from the belts of their fathers, and stole into the
ranks, apt imitators of the savage traits exhibited by their parents. (160)
It is important to notice that no member of the Native tribe be it man, woman, or child
could fight the urge for bloodshed, but what is more important for Cooper’s argument
about the Native people’s self-destruction is that this torture is not practiced on a white
captive. Cooper wants to show that the Native people fight and kill each other for revenge
and for satisfying their desire to shed more blood. Divisions and thirst for blood are two
of the main reasons behind the self-caused demise of the Native race.
Moreover, revenge is not only sought for earthly purposes; it is mostly religiously
motivated. During Uncas’s capture by the Hurons, Magua calls on his people to avenge
all those that Uncas and his tribe had killed before. Magua reminds them how some of
their tribe’s members are not buried with the rest of their warriors and how those
unavenged have no food or weapons to take with them to heaven. They will have to go to
their hunting grounds naked and hungry:
Are the bones of my young men…in the burial-place of the Hurons? You know
they are not. Their spirits are gone toward the setting sun, and are already crossing
the great waters, to the happy hunting-grounds. But they departed without food,
without guns or knives, without moccasins, naked and poor as they were born.
Shall this be? Are their souls to enter the land of the just like hungry Iroquois or
unmanly Delawares, or shall they meet their friends with arms in their hands and
robes on their backs? What will our fathers think the tribes of the Wyandots have
become? (169)
Magua’s speech indicates that the Native people believe that if one is not buried in their
tribe’s grounds and is not provided with clothes, food, and weapons, they would go to
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heaven hungry and naked and with no means to provide for themselves; thus even in
heaven, they would be humiliated among the other tribes. The only way that this
unfortunate end can be prevented is through vengeance. Such a superstitious belief
provides an additional reason for Native peoples to take each other’s lives and decrease
their own numbers due to no fault of the whites.
Vengeance is not limited to the living; it can even be extended to the dead. The
Native people seem to believe that they can even torture the souls of their enemies if they
doubt that their own dead are not comfortable in heaven. When Magua thinks that
Hawkeye had died while the group were hiding in the cave, he demands to see
Hawkeye’s body so that he can claim his scalp.22 Magua mocks the whites’ belief that
after death they would find rest, “When the white man dies, he thinks he is at peace; but
the red men know how to torture even the ghosts of their enemies. Where is his body? Let
the Hurons see his scalp” (58). Based on the idea that the whites’ heaven is a place of
peace while the Natives’ is another hunting ground in which unavenged warriors are
humiliated, Magua can argue that the Native warrior can torture not only his living
enemy, but also his dead enemy’s soul. Thus, even the enemy’s death cannot satisfy the
vengeful spirit of the Native man.
By depicting revenge as not only inherent in Native people’s nature, but also part
of their religion, Cooper can then set that against the forgiveness called for in
Christianity. When Cora was given a chance to save herself and her sister by accepting
Magua’s offer of finding herself a “pillow in the wigwam of Le Renard” and “nurse the
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The belief in an ability to torture enemies after death is also displayed during the massacre of Fort William Henry
when the Hurons kept attacking the bodies of the British families even after death, “Resistance only serves to inflame
the murderers, who inflicted their furious blows long after their victims were beyond the power of their resentment”
(118).
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children of a Huron” so that she “will see it spit upon by Indians,” Cora chooses not to
respond. As a Christian woman, Cora finds it a sin to even allow her ears to listen to
Magua’s insinuations, yet she still asks for forgiveness and chooses to forgive. Despite
her extreme “disgust” at Magua, the Christian Cora, Cooper shows, has to choose
forgiveness. She attributes Magua’s transgressions and barbarity to his nature as an
ignorant savage stating that, “He is a savage, a barbarous and ignorant savage, and knows
not what he does. Let us find leisure, with our dying breath, to ask for him penitence and
pardon” (71). But Magua who neither believes in pardon nor fully comprehends her
words, shouts at Cora and reminds her that a Huron would never forget—thus never
forgives—his past injuries: “Pardon! …the memory of an Indian is no longer than the
arm of the pale faces; his mercy shorter than their justice! Say… will you follow Magua
to the great lakes, to carry his water, and feed him with corn?” Still, Cora responds not
with insults, but tries to stay focused on her prayers by not allowing “bitterness” to affect
them, “Leave me,…you mingle bitterness in my prayers; you stand between me and my
God!”(71) Thus, just like the mother of the babe before her, Cora is not allowed to seek
vengeance. As all Christians, she has to choose forgiveness.
Christian men are no different than Christian women in choosing forgiveness over
vengeance. When David Gamut replaces Uncas in captivity at the Hurons, he is confident
that he is going to be killed. So, he requests the scout never to seek vengeance from his
killers; on the contrary, David asks that his friends should not only forgive his killers, but
also pray for the “enlightening of their minds, and for their eternal welfare” (186). The
scout responds with a pause—and maybe the reader is encouraged to do so as well—to
ponder how strange this appeal for forgiveness would seem to a Native of the forest.
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Instead of revenge, which is all that the scout had witnessed since he dwelt in the woods,
forgiveness and preservation of life is now being sought. This call for forgiveness
reminds him of the superiority of being affiliated with Christianity despite his perception
of himself as a “man without a cross.” The scout reminds the reader that for a Christian,
forgiveness is the way to heaven and should be sought instead of earthly satisfactions that
revenge might bring: “‘it is what I would wish to practise myself, as one without a cross
of blood, though it is not always easy to deal with an Indian as you would with a fellow
Christian. God bless you, friend; I do believe your scent is not greatly wrong, when the
matter is duly considered, and keeping eternity before the eyes, though much depends on
the natural gifts, and the force of temptation” (186). The scout commends David on his
choice and reminds him, as he reminded Heyward before him, that it is one’s religion that
drives one’s nature as forgiving or vengeful.
According to the scout, it is Christianity that induces people to forgive, unlike the
Native religion which encourages its followers to revenge. Telling Chingcachgook that
revenge is Native, the scout expresses his conviction that vengeance is inherent in the
Native people, but as a man who had lived for so long among Native peoples, he came to
the conviction that sometimes one can only face savagery with savagery, in other words,
one can only respond to savagery with revenge: “Revenge is an Indian feeling, and all
who know me know that there is no cross in my veins; but this much will I say…that
should these Frenchers ever trust themselves again within the range of a ragged bullet,
there is one rifle which shall play its part so long as flint will fire or powder burn!” The
scout seems to divide revenge across racial lines. He, as a white man, is determined to
exact revenge from the French, who acted savagely because they allowed the massacre of
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the British settlers; revenge from the Hurons however can be left for Chingcachgook or
another Native tribes, “I leave the tomahawk and knife to such as have a natural gift to
use them” (123).
So, despite the fact that the scout applies some of the Native people’s customs
that he deems needed to combat savagery, he still adjusts them to his own Christian
values—even though he claims to be a man “without a cross.” After the confrontations
between the Hurons and the scout’s group, he is depicted walking around the slain
Hurons thrusting his knife into their hearts to make sure that they are dead.23 But Cooper
does not want the reader to view the scout as a savage, so he portrays the action as one of
caution and maybe even one of mercy. The scout does not enjoy the suffering of his
victims—an attribute that was pointed out earlier in the narrative when Hawkeye
delivered a coup de grâce to his enemy.24 What further absolves the scout of any savage
doing is the narrator’s assurance that Chingcachgook had already ensured that the Hurons
were dead by taking their scalps: “the honest but implacable scout made the circuit of the
dead, into whose senseless bosoms he thrust his long knife, with as much coolness as
though they had been so many brute carcasses. He had, however, been anticipated by the
elder Mohican, who had already torn the emblems of victory from the unresisting heads
of the slain” (75). Thus, one sees the difference in attitudes and intentions when the scout

In “Uncertain Borders: Race, Sex, and Civilization in The Last of the Mohicans,” Forrest Robinson is interested in
the moral contradictions of The Last of the Mohicans where Cooper presents opposite views on many issues thus
creating confusion in the reader. Robinson finds in controversial scenes that depict the scout as imitating the Native
people in their vengeance a sign of Cooper’s possible ambivalence towards the Native people. Robinson observes that
“The Last of the Mohicans undoubtedly reinforced the conviction that Americans were ‘right, divinely right,’ in their
treatment of Indians, but it … manages somehow to express guilt and to repress it at the same time; its readers may at
one sitting feel the sting of conscience and the supportive hand of destiny in their response to the same, central issue”
(6-7).
24 While the group were hiding in the cave under the waterfall, they were attacked by a Huron on a tree. Hawkeye shot
him and caused him to cling to a broken branch. The injured was moaning with pain, so once the branch broke,
Hawkeye shot him with the last bullet so as to save him the tragedy of being crushed in the waterfall (48).
23
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ensures death out of caution and mercy while Chingcachgook ensures death to boost his
pride with trophies from his victims.
What makes revenge among the Native people even more damaging is that
sometimes it is mainly directed at each other and often involves the extermination of
countless lives. When Magua was calling for revenge to ensure a high status for his
tribesmen in their heaven, he announces that peace for the dead Hurons can only be
obtained by the torture and bloodshed of another Native warrior; it cannot be obtained by
killing whites: “What is a Yengee? we have slain many, but the earth is still pale. A stain
on the name of Huron can only be hid by blood that comes from the veins of an Indian.
Let this Delaware die.” Magua claims that he had killed many whites, but the Hurons’
pride is not restored yet; only the blood of a Native warrior, in this case Uncas, can erase
the “stain” off the tribe’s name and satisfy its people. Magua reminds his people that their
dead are hungry and naked in heaven, waiting for the aid from their tribemates which
they should send in the form of “the spirit of this Mohican toiling after them with his
burden.” Building on such superstitious beliefs about the depraved condition of their
dead, Magua was able to convince his people to torture and kill one of their own race,
“Magua had so artfully blended the natural sympathies with the religious superstition of
his auditors, that their minds, already prepared by custom to sacrifice a victim to the
manes of their countrymen, lost every vestige of humanity in a wish for revenge” (169).
Thus, Cooper presents further evidence that the Native peoples destroy themselves and
that all the whites can do is offer up passive sympathy.
After Uncas’s escape from the Huron captivity and claiming his position as a
leader to the Lenape tribe, he quickly acts in conformity with Native expectations of
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initiating war. The revenge that both Magua and Uncas agitate between the Lenape and
the Huron is another example of self-destruction. Countless members of both tribes are
killed in the revenge battle that although ended with the Lenape’s victory, the enormous
loss of life left no room for celebration: “The sun found the Lenape,…, a nation of
mourners. The sounds of the battle were over, and they had fed fat their ancient grudge,
and had avenged their recent quarrel with the Mengwe, by the destruction of a whole
community….In short, any eye at all practiced in the signs of a frontier warfare might
easily have traced all those unerring evidences of the ruthless results which attend an
Indian vengeance” (230-1). It is no fault of whites that the hate between the two tribes is
so extreme that it caused such unchecked extermination of life.
This section focused on Cooper’s depiction of Native intertribal relations as
marked with divisions and vengeance. Cooper attributes Native divisions to an inherent
tendency for bloodshed and a fulfillment of a religious command. By depicting Native
peoples as destroying each other to satisfy earthly and heavenly desires, Cooper absolves
whites of any guilt in the Native peoples’ demise. By blaming racial nature and culture as
the sources of Native actions, Cooper suggests that whites should resign themselves to
the fact that nothing can be done to change this nature; they cannot save the Native
people from themselves.

1.2 Superstition and self-destruction
The previous section focused on Cooper’s depiction of Native peoples as selfdestructive due to their divisions and vengeance, so mostly intertribal destruction of the
Native race. But what about intra-tribal self-destruction? How does Cooper portray the
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social life of a native tribe and how their customs affect survival? The scene of the dying
woman gives a clear glimpse of what stereotypes Cooper would be using to further
establish his main argument that the Native people are inherently self-destructive, that
whites are at no fault in the vanishing of the tribes.
In the scene of the dying woman, Cooper presents the Native people as so simple
minded and childish that they buy into the naïvest of tricks. Their belief in the power of
magic and dependence on medicine men to heal their sick are depicted as main methods
of self-destruction, as they led to nothing more than further deterioration in the Native
peoples’ conditions. These stereotypes are meant to show Native peoples as failing to
apply what whites consider common sense and depending on what the narrative portrays
as exaggerated tricks and superstitious ideas. Such practices would limit the chance of
ailing persons’ survival and lead to the loss of many Native lives. With that, the scene
displays a contrast between what can be called primitive and civilized cultures.
The scene begins when Hayward tries to gain access to the Huron camp to get
information about the female captives and Gamut. Trusting Hawkeye’s advice and
Chingachgook’s artwork, Heyward disguises himself as a “natural fool” who, due to his
knowledge of “the art of healing,” is told by the Canadian father “to go to his children,
the red Hurons of the great lakes, and see if any are sick” (155-9). But as soon as he
arrives, Heyward is called upon to heal a Huron woman suffering a mysterious illness.
Like the scout, Heyward has learned some of the Native people’s customs and become
familiar with the “the mummery practices” expected during such healing sessions (166).25
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Juliet Shields focuses on the way that whites adopted certain characteristics of the Native people. Shields points out
that these two narratives “trace the development of American identity formed through cultural appropriation rather than
racial mixing” (139). Looking mainly at Heyward as a representative of Scots in the novel, Shields argues that his
ability to combine “chivalrous sentiment,” a characteristic of Scots, with a “self-command” that he learns from Uncas
renders the existence of Uncas—or noble savages in general—redundant. Shields also points out that despite Natty’s
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He gets ready to “perform that species of incantation, and those uncouth rites, under
which the Indian conjurers are accustomed to conceal their ignorance and impotency”
(172). The narrator, then, leaves no doubt in the readers’ minds that whatever those
medicine men do, it is nothing more than an act behind which they hide their “ignorance
and impotency.”
While Heyward is preparing to accompany the father to go see the invalid, the
scout finds himself near the place of “the most famous conjurer” of the tribe. Although
the scout frequently refers to himself as “having no cross in his blood,” referring at times
to Christianity and at times to racial purity, he emphatically declares that he should not
consider his arrival at the conjurer’s place “luck,” instead, he should see it as the work of
God: “Then what should luck do in my favor but lead me to the very spot where one of
the most famous conjurers of the tribe was dressing himself, as I well knew, for some
great battle with Satan--though why should I call that luck, which it now seems was an
especial ordering of Providence” (174). 26 Once inside the conjurer’s hut, the scout
knocks the man on the head and steals his bear costume that he has prepared for a “battle
with Satan.” Then the scout leaves a few walnuts for the conjurer to assuage his anger
over losing his bear attire: “So a judgmatical rap over the head stiffened the lying
impostor for a time, and leaving him a bit of walnut for his supper, to prevent an uproar,
and stringing him up atween two saplings, I made free with his finery” (174).
This brief encounter at the conjurer’s place reflects a stark contrast between white
superiority and Native inferiority. The whites, represented by the scout here, are superior

“selective appropriation of native American traits,” his close contact with the Native people and his inability to unite
with a white woman makes Heyward a better representative of the new American citizen (152).
26 In Regeneration through Violence, Richard Slotkin observes that the scout’s description of himself as “a man without
a cross” could mean “that his blood is unmixed with Indian blood” but he also finds the phrase “ambiguous” since the
scout “is not a Christian and has no conception of being a member of a fallen race” (493).
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in their knowledge of Native customs and in God’s love for them as His chosen people.
The Native people, on the other hand, are depicted as inferior due first to their primitive
belief that they can physically fight the devil by wearing animal costumes, and second to
their childish simplicity as their valuable belongings can be substituted with a few treats.
The perceived direct connection between God and the whites reflects the whites’ belief in
being God’s favorites as He continuously eases the way before them in their endeavors.
The scout’s knowledge of the Native peoples’ customs, later combined with Heyward’s
knowledge, help the whites beat the Native people in their own camp—a point that
proves Hawkeye’s earlier note that one should only apply the customs of other races for
the service of one’s own. Hawkeye’s and Heyward’s successes also present clear
evidence of a superior intelligence that Cooper attributes to whites.27 The Native peoples’
naivety, on the other hand, matches their earlier exchange of their valuable land with the
worthless fire water just to satisfy a momentary pleasure.
Building on the Hurons’ “credulity,” the scout, now a wild bear, and Heyward, as
a conjurer, begin their act in the cave where “the sick woman, who was believed to be the
victim of supernatural power, had been transported also, under an impression that her
tormentor would find more difficulty in making his assaults through walls of stone than
through the leafy coverings of the lodges” (171). Interestingly, the crowd of tribe
members who are gathered at the cave do not seem to recognize the costume, nor do they
question the directed moves of the bear. After pretending to perform healing rituals,
Heyward walks out of the cave carrying what is supposed to be the possessed woman. He
announces that “the disease has gone out of her; it is shut up in the rocks,” but he needs to
Shirley Samuels points out that, “all the white man needs to take on an Indian identity is to be painted, as though the
capacity of whites to improvise a racial identity consisting of superficial marks and remaining at the surface of the skin
were set in contrast with the fixed racial identity of the Indian” (95).
27
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take her to the forest to “strengthen her against any further attacks.” However, once the
woman’s father and her husband attempt to enter the cave to fight the evil spirit, Heyward
was ready with the warning: “Is my brother mad?... is he cruel? He will meet the disease,
and it will enter him; or he will drive out the disease, and it will chase his daughter into
the woods. No; let my children wait without, and if the spirit appears beat him down with
clubs. He is cunning, and will bury himself in the mountain, when he sees how many are
ready to fight him” (179).
Counting on the superstitious nature of Native people and their unqualified trust
in their conjurers, Heyward and the scout are confident that the woman’s relatives and
friends would not question Heyward’s conclusion that the evil spirit that caused the
woman’s illness is now trapped in the rocks. Furthermore, they would not disobey
Heyward’s order that they stand armed outside the cave to ensure that the evil spirit does
not escape: “This singular warning had the desired effect. Instead of entering the cavern,
the father and husband drew their tomahawks, and posted themselves in readiness to deal
their vengeance on the imaginary tormentor of their sick relative, while the women and
children broke branches from the bushes, or seized fragments of the rock, with a similar
intention” (179). The Native people’s simplicity and their belief in the authenticity of
medicine men allow Heyward to convince them to remain focused on the entrance of the
cave waiting for their imaginary enemy.
Leaving the party thus armed with their tomahawks and branches, Heyward and
Hawkeye are able to flee to the forest carrying Alice (who was imprisoned in the cave)
instead of the ailing woman. Leaving the ailing woman to die alone in the cave for the
sake of saving white Alice suggests the narrator’s license to play on Native peoples’
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simplicity to advance white interests. As Samuels points out, “the death of the ill, and
apparently irrelevant, Indian woman abandoned in the cave, and in the saving of Alice, or
in the transfer of generative power from the Indian woman to Alice” one can figure out
which women are important for Cooper to carry out her cultural traditions (99). What is
also interesting in this scene is the way that the Native “female attendants that had
clustered there to witness the skill of the stranger” are portrayed as a mindless crowd that
is gathered around a dying woman waiting for a miracle to be procured by the medicine
man (172). Unlike Alice and Cora who continuously offer sound judgments throughout
the narrative, Native women are either the voices of evil or they lack a voice at all.28
The simplemindedness of the Native peoples is reflected, as we pointed out, in
multiple instances within this scene. First, and most importantly, it is depicted in the
belief that illness is caused by evil spirits that can be physically fought with disguises in
animal skins or with clubs and rocks. Second, it is depicted in the blind trust that the
unconscious woman’s father puts in Heyward—or anyone dressed as a medicine man.
The father had never seen Heyward before, but building only on the body paint, the man
trusts Heyward to cure the woman from her severe condition of “paralysis” (171). The
father even attributes the bear’s “growls”—made by Hawkeye to drive the Native people
away from the cave—to the jealousy of “the cunning ones” who do not want the woman
to get well (172). Third, the childish simplicity illustrated in the conjurer and the way his
anger over being hit on the head and deprived of his bear costume can be subdued with a
few walnuts. All these instances are meant to portray a superstitious and childish Native
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When Cora, for example, asks Hawkeye and his companions to leave the cave instead of being killed along with the
rest of the group that was trapped in the cave, Hawkeye describes her as wise, “what you have spoken is wise, not to
call it by a better word” (51). Alice’s doubt about Magua from the beginning also proves her wise judgment and right
instinct.
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American who clings to customs that can hasten their demise before contributing to their
way of life. Such presumed simplicity of mind was part of an argument supporting the
removal of the Native tribes, since they were seen to be so easily manipulated by the
British and the French and are incapable of self-government. Portraying the Native
peoples as ready to believe in the ability of any medicine man to cure even their serious
ailments helps Cooper show that the Native peoples’ demise in the face of diseases is the
result of such self-destructive behavior.
The belief that Native people, through their knowledge of nature, possessed
knowledge of cures for many diseases was still popular during Cooper’s time.29 But the
death of so many Native people in the face of diseases had to be justified. Some
attributed it to the loss of Native knowledge due to the separation of tribes and the
medicine men’s anxiety about their status that prevented them from sharing their
knowledge. Others argued that Native medicine was simply useless in the face of new
European illnesses. But Cooper takes the issue a step further not only by portraying the
medicine men as pure hoax, but also by depicting the Native peoples as destroying their
own natural remedies on which they have depended for centuries. Marching in the forest
towards Fort William Henry after the captives were freed from the Hurons, the scout
entered a thicket. With the help of Chingachgook and Uncas, the scout opened “the blue
clay, out of which a clear and sparkling spring of bright, glancing water, quickly

Dippie points out, “since informed opinion held that a disease and its sovereign remedy were always found in close
proximity, it followed that the natives, who were indigenous to the New World and read nature like a book, possessed
secret medicinal lore of great value….in the Nineteenth century…the Indian symbolize[d] that salubrious, out-of-doors
life-style that Americans had enjoyed in their pioneering years. And whites who envied nature’s children their stamina
or their sculpturesque physiques could emulate them with a swig of some wondrous concoction, and youth itself would
be restored” (90).
29
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bubbled.” But he became really frustrated when he noticed that the water spring was
damaged by the tribes that had apparently used it earlier:
Them careless imps, the Mohawks, with their Tuscarora and Onondaga brethren,
have been here slaking their thirst…and the vagabonds have thrown away the
gourd! This is the way with benefits, when they are bestowed on such
disremembering hounds! Here has the Lord laid his hand, in the midst of the
howling wilderness, for their good, and raised a fountain of water from the bowels
of the 'arth, that might laugh at the richest shop of apothecary's ware in all the
colonies; and see! the knaves have trodden in the clay, and deformed the
cleanliness of the place, as though they were brute beasts, instead of human men.
(78)
So, despite the availability of such a valuable source of healthful living, the Native tribes
seem oblivious to its importance—even worse, they have destroyed the precious source
as if they were “brute beasts”. Cooper shows that it is only the white man who now
knows and appreciates the value and importance of such a blessing that God had
implanted in the wilderness. Comparing the scout’s appreciation and care for the natural
resources with the apathy of the Native people, Cooper again absolves the whites of any
guilt in the Native peoples’ self-destruction. The whites seem to appreciate the natural
resources of the forest, while the Native people are neither using the sources themselves,
nor preserving them for others.
Cooper does not stop at describing the Native people as “brute beasts,” he goes on
to claim that they are even worse than animals in their dealings with nature. Cooper
argues that for the Native people, everything is temporary; they do not take the time or
exert the effort to create something that can last, including their dwellings. When the
scout and the group noticed huts with “rounded roofs” that are “admirably molded for
defense against the weather,” they immediately concluded that these houses were not
built by Native people. The method of construction of the houses “denoted more of
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industry and foresight than the natives were wont to bestow on their regular habitations,
much less on those they occupied for the temporary purposes of hunting and war” (148).
It turned out that these well-built dwellings are the products of beavers, so—as Samuels
notes--Cooper believes “an Indian camp” is “inferior to a beaver’s” (95). Cooper’s Native
people neither enhance nor preserve the natural resources at their disposal; they seem to
be even worse than “brute beasts” as they ruin crucial means of survival and well-being.
The final and most damaging method of self-destruction that Cooper depicts is the
annihilation of one’s own manpower. I mentioned earlier how during intertribal conflicts,
the divisiveness and revenge among the tribes led to numerous deaths on all warring sides
thus reducing the numbers of the Native people tremendously. But the scene of the young
Huron warrior displays the destruction of one’s own tribesmen as a social practice.
Cooper wants to show that the Native peoples’ hostile lifestyle stipulates the possession
of certain characteristics without which the individual is not only deprived of tribal
membership, but also of the right to live. When the Hurons captured Uncas, they set
another young prisoner beside him. The youth was painted and dressed for war, but
despite his masculine figure, he was standing motionless with fear. This young man is the
reason behind Uncas’s capture, but it was not because he was following Uncas, it was
because Uncas “fell into a snare” while following the “flying coward” who was retreating
to the Huron camp. Such acts of cowardice were not to be overlooked under Native tribal
law.
The first to take part in the punishment of the young Huron are none but the
Native women who seem to enjoy torturing their prisoners no less than Native men do.
By comparing Uncas’s and the youth’s reaction to torture, Cooper presents a visual
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picture of the harsh requirements of tribal membership. The “old hag” who prepared the
site by lighting small fires starts with verbal attacks. After exhausting all terms of abuse
available in the Huron language, she resorts to physical abuse (162). The “withered
squaw” moves closer to Uncas “holding the torch, and muttering the indistinct words of
what might have been a species of incantation”. She brought a “blazing brand” so close to
Uncas’s body to “expose the slightest emotion of his countenance.” Uncas “maintained
his firm and haughty attitude” and all the while keeping his gaze at a far distance as if he
“looked into futurity.” After failing to see any sign of pain on Uncas’s countenance, the
woman turned to her young tribesman. Instead of showing the expected Native stoicism,
the young man’s limbs and joints “were writhing in irrepressible agony” when the
woman applied her blazing brand to his skin. The youth’s response made her sound a
“low and plaintive howl at the sad and shameful spectacle” (164). Due to such failure to
adhere to Native expectations, the Huron was told by the chief that despite his handsome
features, “it would have been better that [he] had not been born”. Cooper’s portrayal of
the Native people as shunning any male who does not display an innate tendency to fight
reflects a common Nineteenth century belief that Native men are not considered manly
enough until they have proven their courage in battle. As Dippie observes, “Indians were
said to relish the prospect of battle. Among the tribes along the Missouri, [an officer who
accompanied the Yellowstone expedition in 1819] discovered an intricate system of
social ranking based on martial exploits, and he noted that a young man was not
considered ready for marriage until he had won his first honors in battle” (40). So, after
being humiliated in front of the whole tribe, the young man was offered a knife through
which he slowly pushed his body so as to rid himself and his tribe of what they consider a
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cowardice that renders young men like him undeserving of their tribe’s name and of life
in general: “As the weapon passed slowly into his heart he even smiled, as if in joy at
having found death less dreadful than he had anticipated” (164).
The young man’s father was among the spectators of this event but, apparently, he
watched in silence. It was not until after the young Huron’s death that his father
addressed the crowd saying, “It was a lie, … I had no son. He who was called by that
name [Reed-that-bends] is forgotten; his blood was pale, and it came not from the veins
of a Huron; the wicked Chippewas cheated my squaw. The Great Spirit has said, that the
family of Wiss-entush should end; he is happy who knows that the evil of his race dies
with himself. I have done.” Finishing his speech, the father “looked round and about him,
as if seeking commendation of his stoicism in the eyes of the auditors. But the stern
customs of his people had made too severe an exaction of the feeble old man” (167). The
old man realized that just as he had to conform to the traditions of his people by
announcing his pleasure at the death of his “coward” son, his tribesmen as well must
conform by finding relief in the death of the young man. They would not break away
from their “stern customs” and their belief “in the hereditary transmission of virtues and
defects in characters” so they display no sign of sympathy towards each other (167).
The ceremonial atmosphere of this incident indicates that such an event has
happened before, and probably would still take place many times. The killing of young
men for not displaying Native characteristics not only means that there will be a decline
in their numbers, but also means that fewer young females would be able to find
husbands which could have dire consequences on the continuity of the race. Commenting
on the reducing number of males in one Native tribe, Thomas Jefferson observes that,

64

“Of the Nottoways, not a male is left. A few women constitute the remains of the tribe”
(cited in Dippie 33). This is another method of self-destruction and an additional reason
for a decline in the number of Native people that is beyond the control of whites. Cooper
throughout the novel provides the whites with reasons why their efforts to save the Native
population would be futile since practices like the ones mentioned are part of the culture
and cannot be changed. All the whites can do is resign to the plight of those people while
at the same time feel fortunate for having developed from savage practices that can cause
races to vanish. In the words of Horatio Gates Spatford, “It is melancholy to think that so
great a part of mankind are sunk in ignorance, superstition, and barbarism. It should serve
to increase our thankfulness that we enjoy such great privileges as we do” (Ghere and
Spreeman 13).
Cooper’s narrative is culminated with a prophecy from a revered Native chief
announcing the demise of his own race. Tamenund, the chief of the Lenape tribe who
“had numbered an amount of years to which the human race is seldom permitted to
attain” is a famed warrior who had won many trophies and gained “a reputation …of
holding secret communion with the Great Spirit” (198). Although Tamenund is described
as “one who belongs rather to another world than to this,” and “apparently unconscious
of the presence he was in,” he is still the leader of his people in accordance with the
Native tradition of following the orders of the oldest in the tribe (205).30 After the
devastating battle between the Huron and the Lenape, Tamenund’s ability to
communicate with the Great Spirit allows him to discern that Manitou no longer wishes
to hear or see anything from the Lenape; Manitou has hid his face and with that it seems

Dippie describes Tamenund as “a symbol of decayed power—a living reminder of the fate that has befallen his
people” (21-2).
30
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that he had sealed the fate of the Lenape. Addressing his people in “low, hollow tones,
that sounded like a voice charged with some prophetic mission,” Tamenund declares that
“the face of the Manitou is behind a cloud! His eye is turned from you; His ears are shut;
His tongue gives no answer. You see him not; yet His judgments are before you” (232).
As Fiedler puts it, “It is a tautology with which we are left” (206). Due to no fault of
whites, Manitou became angry at his own people, and according to Tamenund, the “anger
of Manitou is not done,” so the Native people should expect things to get even worse. His
prophecy is that for the time being, whites are the masters of the land. The prophecy does
not mention when the Native people’s time would come again, if ever, but as far as
Tamenund is concerned, he has seen enough and is uninterested in remaining alive much
longer: “It is enough,” he said. “Go, children of the Lenape, the anger of the Manitou is
not done. Why should Tamenund stay? The pale faces are masters of the earth, and the
time of the red men has not yet come again” (238).
At the beginning of the narrative, Heyward announces that “I like not the
principle of the natives, which teaches them to submit without a struggle, in emergencies
that appear desperate… our own maxim, which says, ‘while life remains there is hope’’
(53). These words from Heyward remind the reader that if the Native peoples are
“submitting without struggle” and are incapable of changing their self-destructive nature,
the whites can change nothing for them. Brian Dippie’s following words can serve as a
summary of Cooper’s intentions in writing The Last of the Mohicans: “Sensitivity about
the United States’ moral stature among the nations of the world made it difficult for
Americans to admit to a deep complicity in the Indians’ destruction. It was easier to
indict Indians for their own ruin, thereby washing the white man’s hands of
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responsibility. An even more satisfactory explanation held that the fate of the aborigines
was predestined” (12). Throughout The Last of the Mohicans, Cooper portrays the Native
peoples as annihilating themselves with their own actions then he culminates the
narrative with a prophecy from their own chief announcing the decision of their god to
desert his people and leave them under the rule of the “pale faces.”
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2. Chapter Two
2.1 Affliction and Race in Lydia Maria Child’s Hobomok
Hobomok is Lydia Maria Child’s first novel; it was published in 1824 as a
response to a call by John Gorham Palffrey to produce an American literature that
incorporates Puritan history and the “‘fierce,’ ‘primitive’ character of [America’s]
Indians” (Child, Karcher and Child xviii). Set in Seventeenth-century Salem, Hobomok is
a story of sin and redemption. It is a story of a white Christian family whose members
vary in their level of piety and goodness. Mrs. Conant is a symbol of Nineteenth century
female sentimentality. Her guilt over angering her father causes her to fall so ill that she
dies after securing his forgiveness. Mary Conant is a delicate young woman whose highclass upbringing in England left her dissatisfied with the difficult life in America. The
harshness of her Puritan father and his refusal of her desire to marry a Catholic drove her
to an interest in a Native American man and his culture. Mary’s pride and rebellion lure
her to practice a non-Christian ritual that foretells her tragic future of a disgraceful
marriage to the Native man Hobomok. Mr. Conant’s Puritan zeal and his
misinterpretation of Christianity leave him prone to many afflictions such as losing his
wealth, his wife, and most importantly his pride after his daughter’s marriage to
Hobomok. Through a series of afflictions, Child brings back her white Christian
characters to their inner good natures and reunites the afflicted family. Considering that
Hobomok was Child’s first novel, it is safe to argue that she employed narrative
structures and tropes that were prevalent at the time, such as the reactions to suffering and
the cautionary tale. Her lack of knowledge about the Native people can justify her
dependence on stereotypes in her description of those people.

68

Criticism of Hobomok focuses on three major issues: gender, religion, and race.
The early studies of the novel focus mainly on female struggle against patriarchal
authority. Caroline Karcher, for example, argues that Child’s “rebellion against
patriarchy” is what “dictates the plot of Hobomok” (4). Karcher points out that this
rebellion is mostly manifested in the marriage between Mary Conant and the Native
chieftain Hobomok. Lucy Maddox and Laura Mielke agree with Karcher in finding in
this unorthodox marriage a revolutionary treatment of the racial issue and an indication of
some “alliance” and shared struggle between white women and Native peoples against
the authority of white men. Mielke even goes further to say that the events of the story
“constitute an argument for the inevitability (if not the naturalness)” of the marriage
(Moving Encounters 9).
Later criticism, however, is more concerned with the novel’s treatment of
religion. Scholars such as Jushua Bellin, Paul Thifault, and Carl Sederholm study the way
that Child criticizes Puritanism and presents her own understanding of Christianity.
Bellin argues that despite Child’s criticism of “established Christianity” and its “bigotry”
and “exclusivity,” she still refused to identify Native worship as a true religion. Even
later in life, Child still refused to include the “Amerindian” religions in the list of
religions that she compiled and discussed. Thifault’s study of Hobomok argues that Child
does find some similarities between the Native worship and Catholicism, yet she prefers
Catholicism. Thifault points out that Child expects her readers to agree with her in
finding Catholicism a better addition to American religious diversity than Native
religions. Moving away from comparing specific religions, Carl Sederholm argues that
Child actually prefers spirituality over theology as she criticizes the way that “theology
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focuses on teachings” instead of promoting the spiritual experience of worship. For
Sederholm, Child’s comparison of the moonlight to the light of spirituality in the way
that it shines on all people alike is a reflection of her belief that the spirituality generated
by nature is a much stronger form of worship than any structured prayer.
Despite these scholars’ differences of focus and minor differences in conclusions,
they all agree that Child could not imagine a way of bringing the white and Native races
together; the vanishing of the Native race was just inevitable. Ezra Tawil’s The Making of
Racial Sentiment studies this impossibility of coexistence arguing that Hobomok and
other frontier novels participated in redefining race by locating racial differences not in
the physical features, but also in the emotional capacities of the members of each race. As
Tawil puts it, writers such as Child portrayed races as “endowed” with capacities that
enable them to “feel different things, and feel things differently” thus rendering the
possibility of assimilation nonexistent (2).
My study builds on the work of the above mentioned scholars in terms of Child’s
rebellion against patriarchy, her criticism of Puritanism, her preference of spirituality
over theology, her preference of Christianity over native religion, and her belief in
endowed capacities that justify the impossibility of assimilation or coexistence. I agree
that the interracial marriage is a rebellion against patriarchy, yet I argue that Child
punishes her heroine for that transgression. Instead of reading the marriage between the
Native man and the white woman as a revolutionary insight into racial relations, I read it
as the severest affliction that Child puts her white female through to offer her a chance of
future redemption. I agree with the scholars’ arguments regarding Child’s criticism of
Puritanism and preference for Catholicism, yet I argue that her criticism is only out of
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fear that younger generations can be driven away from Christianity if they are faced with
an accusation of heresy for not complying with the strict rules of Puritanism. Building on
Tawil’s idea of “endowment,” I argue that Child believes that all whites are endowed
with an inner goodness that stems from an innate tendency to Christianity and civility that
the Native race simply lacks and is incapable of developing. This inner goodness of white
Christians warrants them the right to rule America, especially when set against the Native
peoples’ inner heathenism and superstition. Child’s criticism of Puritanism stems from
her fear that the prolonged contact with the Native people made the Puritans lose the
sentimentality of religion and imitate the harshness of Native people. Thus, Child’s novel
serves as a reminder for zealous Christians to check their tendencies to “turn savage.”
This chapter argues that Child uses affliction to highlight an inner goodness of whites and
an inner savagery of Native peoples. The early Nineteenth century witnessed a criticism
of Puritans’ harshness and a marveling of some Native characteristics that led to the
popularity of characters such as Daniel Boone and Natty Bumppo.31 Child’s fear that
close proximity to the Native peoples might change white men’s behavior or lure white
women to Native culture prompted her to write Hobomok as a reminder of the superiority
of the white Christian over the Native heathen.
Affliction is one of Child’s main tropes in highlighting whites’ inner goodness.
During the Eighteenth and the Nineteenth centuries, images of invalids—especially
women—were frequently portrayed in the literature of the time. Comparing white
Christians’ bearing of suffering to that of Christ and religious saints was a popular trope.
Michael Ray FitzGerald notes that, “In the 1780s, the historical Daniel Boone unwittingly became the model for the
Anglo-American ‘New Man,’ a paragon of masculinity whose appeal was based on combining Anglo-Saxon intellect
with American Indian intuition and skill. This figure has prevailed in US discourse since James Fenimore Cooper’s
character Natty Bumppo, who was loosely based on Boone” (281). Daniel R. Mandell notes that, “The explosion of
adult and juvenile literature [after 1820] often celebrated Metacom and the region’s indigenous peoples and
sometimes…presented a critical view of the intolerance of the Puritan founding fathers” (177).
31
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I argue that Child uses reactions to suffering to mirror the inner goodness of whites.
Throughout the novel, Child uses illness and other afflictions (including Mary’s marriage
to Hobomok) to bring white characters back to the right path whether by repenting or by
urging others to better themselves. Native peoples on the other hand are portrayed
stereotypically as very strong individuals who lack the mental capacities that enable them
to think rationally, which causes them to cling to their heathenish practices thus rendering
them unsuitable to carry the light of civilization.
This chapter is divided into three sections. Section one, Hobomok, the best Indian
I ever knew, argues that despite the sympathy that Child calls for towards the Native
peoples, she still finds it impossible for them to either assimilate or coexist with the
whites. Although this argument is not new at all, exploring the stereotypes that Child uses
to describe Native peoples sets the stage for her comparison of them with the innately
good and civilized white Christians. In my second section, The Inner Goodness of
Whites, I use Slotkin’s idea of the “myth of regeneration through violence” to argue that
Child’s belief in the myth of inner goodness, or the innate tendency of white Christians to
do good and to act civil, made her perceive the whites as more rightful of inheriting the
land. However, Child still finds in the Puritan zeal a block to this inner goodness, and in
the harshness that accompanies this zeal a contradiction to the humaneness of
Christianity. Thus, Child uses the trope of affliction or the idea of redemptive suffering to
bring the white Christians back to their “nature” before they drive away their offspring to
other alternatives. In the last section, Mary, a Cautionary Tale, Child presents an example
of a vulnerable young woman whose lack of self-control aggravated by the harshness of
her Puritan father left her susceptible to the lure of Native culture and the offer of
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sympathy from a Native man. By presenting Mary’s story, Child warns both the elder and
the young Christians of the consequences of “turning savage” whether by adopting the
harshness and superstitions of savages or by adopting their lifestyle.

2.2 Hobomok, “the best Indian I ever knew”
Despite the occasional contact that Child may have had with Native peoples, it
seems that when she was writing Hobomok, her knowledge was still based on the
stereotypes or what Dunbar-Ortiz and Gilio-Whitaker call “myths” that “were used by
both the ‘friends’ and foes of Indians” to characterize them (9).32 Descriptions of Native
peoples as physically powerful yet lacking the intellect that enables them to use that
strength wisely, and spiritually sensitive yet lacking the logic to fight superstition,
pervade not only Hobomok but many writings of the time.33 An irrational use of physical
strength and an almost childlike simplemindedness were considered innate in the Native
peoples. These “myths” were used to justify the belief in Native peoples’ incapability to
assimilate to white Christian society, thus eliminating the possibility of incorporating
them into a civilized American nation. Based on Child’s representation of Hobomok in
the novel, it is clear that she cannot imagine a Native individual civilized enough to be
incorporated into white society. At the end of the novel, Hobomok is described by Sally,
According to Karcher (1997), Child spent six years on the Maine frontier which “aroused her sympathy for Maine’s
dispossessed and impoverished Indians” as Child visited their camp and “listened to their traditional stories, watched
them weave and dye baskets, observed some of their ceremonies, admired the ‘athletic’ bodies of the young Penobscot
men” (8).
32

Ezra Tawil points out that, “Comte de Buffon[‘s] …argument about American degeneracy in volume 5 of Histoire
Naturelle (1766) was the main source to which later American thinkers would return again and again…he came to his
famously pejorative assessment of the American ‘savage’: The savage is feeble and small in his organs of generation;
he has neither body hair nor beard, and no ardor for the female of his kind. Although lighter than the European, on
account of his habit of running more, he is nevertheless much less sensitive, and yet more fearful and more cowardly;
he lacks vivacity, and is lifeless in his soul; the activity of his body is less exercise or voluntary movement than an
automatic reaction to his needs; take from him hunger and thirst, and you will destroy at the same time the active cause
of all his movements; he will remain either standing there stupidly or recumbent for days at a time” (63).
33

73

the heroine’s best friend, as “the best Indian I ever knew,” yet being the “best” was still
not enough for him to be part of America.34 Child concludes the narrative with the futility
of civilizing endeavors because what separates the two races cannot be surpassed; there
are innate characteristics in both races that can only be changed by changing the genetic
composition of their physical bodies. This section explores the stereotypes that set the
stage for comparing Christians and heathens, rational civilized people and irrational
savages, which Child highlights to prove that the white race has an inner goodness and a
tendency for civilization that the Native race simply does not and cannot have.
From the beginning of the narrative, Child (speaking through the narrator’s voice
as he arrived to the settlement of Naumkeak) compares the sickly conditions of the
settlers to the healthy stature of the Native American inhabitants, “Among those who
came down to the shore to meet us, there were but one or two who seemed like
Englishmen. The remainder, sickly and half starved, presented a pitiful contrast to the
vigorous and wondering savages who stood among them” (8). A similar emphasis on
strength and vigor was also used to introduce Hobomok, the Native hero of the narrative.
Hobomok has a “tall, athletic form” and “manly beauty… cast in nature’s noblest mould.
He was one of the finest specimens of elastic, vigorous elegance of proportion” (36). But
these descriptions were not only there to elicit sympathy for the “sickly and half starved”
whites or to marvel the bodies of the Native people. Child attributes the Native people’s
health and strength to a natural endowment necessary for their mode of living as hunters.
The first time we meet Hobomok, we find him “resting his healthy cheek upon the hand
which supported his bow” (16). Throughout the narrative, he is described as a
34

in her analysis of Hobomok, Laura Mielke also seems to find in Hobomok an embodiment of what a Native
American of the time could look like as she describes him as a “representative national savage” (Moving Encounters :
Sympathy and the Indian Question in Antebellum Literature 17).
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professional hunter that cannot be challenged in the number and quality of his hunting
bounties; he is “all vigor and elasticity; and none returned more heavily laden with furs
and venison, than the tawny chieftain” (84).
Child’s perception of Native peoples as hunters only made her believe that they
are endowed with certain natural characteristics that support their sole mode of living.
Besides physical strength, Hobomok’s hunting instincts, for example, help him expose
and catch the perpetrators of a planned attack by Native people on Mr. Conant’s
residence. Governor Endicott announces to the residents of Naumkeak that with
Hobomok’s help, they caught the perpetrators before they were able to inflict any harm.
The governor indicates that Hobomok, “whom we all know the Lord hath gifted with
great quickness of ear” was able to warn the whites of the Natives’ approach, allowing
the whites to be saved from the “malice and stratagem” of enemies (42). Hobomok’s
“quickness of ear” is described as a gift from God to the Natives to assist in their hunting
way of life and thankfully in this incident, to save the whites from the Native hunters.
The scene of the attack on the Conants’ not only highlights the Native people’s
hunting abilities, but also portrays another common stereotype about them which is their
unchecked desire for revenge especially on whites. The attempted attack on the Conant’s
was not solely driven by hatred for whites, it was mainly driven by a “personal hostility”
between Corbitant and Hobomok “concerning an affair of love.” Corbitant “thought one
of his kindred had been wronged and insulted,” so targeting the Conants was based on the
belief that Hobomok left the Native American “squaw” for “the white-faced” Mary (30).
Such an idea, as Child tells us, has never occurred to Hobomok, “He had left Pokaneckt’s
daughter, because he loathed the idea of marriage with her; but he never had thought,…,
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that Mary Conant was the cause” (31-33). As such, Corbitant’s decision to kill Mary and
her family was based on an assumption he formed concerning Hobomok’s refusal to
marry the Native woman (41). This thoughtless revenge only confirms the irrational
resort to bloodshed associated with the Native people.
The previous scene also highlights the difference between the two women in
Hobomok’s life. The Native woman remains nameless and is only identified by her
kinship to other men; she is “the child of Pokanecket” and the “kinswoman” of Corbitant.
The nameless woman is also portrayed as lacking any emotions. After the plans of her
marriage to Hobomok failed, she “cooked the deer for Ninigret’s son” as a sign of
accepting him as a husband. This woman is depicted as having no particular choice since
whoever brings his “beaver skins” can have her as a wife. This lack of love among the
Native people is another stereotype that Child returns to later using Hobomok’s own
words. During the late-night ritual that Mary performed to see who her future husband
might be, Mary was terrified when Hobomok jumped into her circle and her agitation was
not subdued until Brown appeared and took her home. Hobomok watched the couple
from afar “with a mournful expression of countenance” wondering why Native women
are incapable of loving the way that white women do, “What for squaw no love like
white woman” (14). Living for a long time among the whites, Hobomok might have
started to compare the love that white women like Mrs. Conant and Mrs. Oldham
constantly show their husbands with the relationship among Native women and their own
husbands. Child explains that Hobomok himself had never experienced love before.
Being an “untutored savage,” he was not able to comprehend what was happening to him
every time he saw Mary: “The untutored chief knew not the strange visitant which had
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usurped such empire in his heart; if he found himself gazing upon her face in silent
eagerness, ‘twas but adoration for so bright an emanation from the Good Spirit; if
something within taught him to copy, with promptitude, all the kind attention of the white
man, ‘twas gratitude for the life of his mother which she had preserved.” Child apparently
thinks that Native peoples were so unaccustomed to the emotion of love that they did not
know how to react. Hobomok had to “copy” what he observed white men do when
interacting kindly with their loved ones (84). As Tawil puts it, “Frontier romances made
the white person, ..., the repository of a racially specific, and highly valued sentimental
interior [while the] ‘Indian,’ whether vengeful and threatening…, or impassive and
reserved, tended to function as a foil to this kind of interiority and provided narrative
‘proof’ that Anglo-American sentimentality could not take root in Indian character” (12).
In contrast to the nameless Native woman, we find Mary to whom Hobomok felt
“gratitude” for saving his mother’s life. Mary nursed Hobomok’s mother according to the
white Christian way of tending the sick: “Soon after her arrival at Plymouth, Mary had
administered cordials to his sick mother, which restored her to life after the most skillful
of their priests had pronounced her hopeless” (33). The medical knowledge and skill that
Mary had learned from her white Christian culture surpasses the knowledge of “the most
skillful” Native priests. The superiority of Mary’s knowledge is so evident not only to the
reader, but also to Hobomok as he starts to idealize Mary as a goddess—so much so that
when Corbitant mentions the possibility that Hobomok loves Mary just as a woman,
Hobomok perceives the idea as a “kind of blasphemy” (33). Hobomok later even
confesses to Mary that he loves her “as he loves the Great Spirit” (121). As a hunter,
Hobomok brought the best of his bounties to Mary whom he revered like a deity, “none

77

returned more heavily laden with furs and venison, than the tawny chieftain. The best of
these spoils were always presented to the ‘child of the Good Spirit’ as he used to call
Mary; and never to Squantam or Abbamocho had he paid such unlimited reverence” (84).
The belief in the superiority of white women was not limited to Hobomok; his mother
shared the same belief as was evident in her reaction to his marriage to Mary. When
Hobomok brought Mary to his wigwam, his mother “Full of astonishment, the grateful
squaw danced, sung, and caressed Mary, with every demonstration of frantic joy” (124;
emphasis added). Hobomok’s mother was not only happy that her son had a wife; she
was “grateful” that it was a white bride.
Native people’s inferiority exceeds their medical knowledge to include their
inability to see what for Child is mere common sense. On the first page of Hobomok,
Child marvels at the freedom to wander and hunt that the Native people were enjoying in
America before the arrival of whites, “our most beautiful villages reposed in the
undisturbed grandeur of nature—when the scenes…echoed naught but the song of the
hunter, or the fleet tread of the wild deer” (5). Yet Child is not only amazed at the lack of
Native people’s contribution to the land as opposed to the “cultivated environs” that the
whites had created, but also at the worship of an angry deity instead of the God that is
visible in the “sparkling mirror of the heavens.” Child finds the Native people’s manner
of worship “strange” and “fearful” as is evident from the sun’s gaze: “The sun, which for
ages beyond the memory of man had gazed on the strange, fearful worship of the Great
Spirit of the wilderness, was soon to shed its splendor upon the altars of the living God.”
(5-6). Child imagined native worship as so strange that worshippers seemed deranged. In
the scene when Hobomok was taking Mary to his wigwam for marriage, Mary was acting
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so strange that Hobomok doubted her sanity, yet his conclusion was that “she is
communing with the Great Spirit” (123). The lack of what for Child is rational thinking
seems the reason why Native peoples are superstitious and only able to see the world
through the lens of evil spirits instead of the mercy of a “living” God.
According to Child, God sends his messages to all the people alike; it is according
to the people’s spiritual capacities that they interpret this light and worship god
accordingly: “Spiritual light, like that of the natural sun, shines from one source, and
shines alike upon all; but it is reflected and absorbed in almost infinite variety; and in the
moral, as well as the natural world, the diversity of the rays is occasioned by the nature of
the recipient” (69). Although Carl Sederholm, among other scholars, argues that this
passage reflects Child’s openness to forms of spirituality other than dictated religion, I
argue that its position in the novel indicates that it is meant to only call for an acceptance
of different sects of Christianity (556). The above passage is found on the first page of
chapter x. Chapters ix and x talk exclusively of Christians and the various interpretations
that the characters have of Christianity. Throughout both chapters, Child seems to
criticize the way that overzealous Christians fault other Christians for their different
interpretation of scripture. In the quote, I would argue, Child is pointing out that there is
one source of religion and spirituality which is the God of the Christians, and that He
sends messages equally to everyone; people can take that message in different ways. By
focusing only on Christians, Child seems to dismiss the Native people as spiritually
deficient since they cannot abandon their Great Spirit for the sake of the true God
followed by Christians. Even prolonged habitation with the whites does not seem to
change the Native people’s way of thinking. We find Hobomok, for example, struggling
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with “thoughts which he could not grasp” nor know “what they were and whence they
came from” (34). These thoughts, Child explains, came to Hobomok as “a voice loud and
distinct, which spoke to him of another world” (34). Child describes the internal struggle
that Hobomok has as he looks at nature but cannot interpret its meaning; he cannot
comprehend that there is a God behind all this: “He had never read of God, but he had
heard his chariot wheels in the distant thunder, and seen his drapery in the clouds” (34).35
She mourns the possibility that Christian teachings such as “Love your enemy” could
have helped Native peoples forgive each other instead of the religion of revenge that they
continue to embrace. Yet it seems futile to try to convert the Native people because just
like Hobomok who, despite his long residence among the Christians—and despite that
“loud and distinct” voice within him—would remain clinging to Native practices.
Child’s belief in the futility of efforts to civilize the Native peoples, due to their
irrational thinking and superstitious nature, is depicted in many scenes throughout
Hobomok. Child portrays the Native people as so simpleminded that they imagine
supernatural explanations for everything. Describing the reaction of early Native people
to a demonstration of whites’ animal herding abilities, Child states,
As for the poor, unlettered Indians, it exceeded their comprehension how
buffaloes, as they termed them, could be led about by the horns, and be compelled
to stand or move at the command of men; and they could arrive at no other
conclusion that the English were the favorite children of the Great Spirit, and that
he had taught them words to speak to them. To these and similar impressions,
may be ascribed the astonishing influence of the whites over these untutored
people. That the various tribes did not rise in their savage majesty, and crush the
35

Bellin too argues that Child finds the Native people incapable of reading nature correctly, but he argues that it is the
belief in the Native people’s inability to read and write that prompted Child to write in Letters from New-York that,
“Voices from the world of spirits spoke into [the Indian’s] heart, and stirred it with a troubled reverence, which he felt,
but could not comprehend. To us, likewise, they are ever speaking through many-voiced Nature; the soul, in its quiet
hour, listens intently to the friendly entreaty, and strives to guess its meaning.” Commenting on the quote, Bellin argues
that, “this passage separates the merely inchoate venerations of the Indians from the mature” (92).

80

daring few who had intruded upon their possessions, is indeed a wonderful
emplification of the superiority of intellect over mere brutal force. (29)
Not only is Child here mocking the Native peoples’ irrational conclusion that the whites
are “the favorite children of the Great Spirit” who had been taught words to speak to
animals, but she is also showing the impossibility of teaching them. Child is making it
clear that civilization must win over primitivity and rationality over superstition.
Incorporating the Native peoples into white society would prove unsuccessful, as was
evident in Hobomok who had resided for so long among the whites, yet was incapable of
developing from what Lucy Maddox calls “perpetual childhood” by abandoning the
culture of his people.36
The novel’s reaction to Native American fables mirrors Child’s attitude and
guides that of her readers. During Lady Arabella’s visit to Naumkeak, she mentions
hearing of a “a clever Indian and comely withal” named Hobomok, so she asks Mrs.
Conant for her opinion of him. Mrs. Conant’s reply seems to include a tinge of mockery
as she smiles while asking her guest to direct her question to Mary since Mary “loves to
hear his long stories about the Iroquois, which he learned of one of their chiefs…and his
account of the ancestors of some neighboring tribe, who, as he saith, were dropped by an
eagle on an island to the south” (98). Mrs. Conant’s reply is significant because it comes
as a response to a comment about Hobomok’s intellect, not to mention that the comment
is accompanied with a smile and followed by Mr. Conant’s note that he does not mind
Hobomok’s “heathenish stories” because Mr. Conant is grateful to God for sending the
Maddox concludes that Child ended up “affirming…the argument that the Indian was the ‘child of nature,’ a noble
and sympathetic child to be sure, but nevertheless incapable of moving beyond the infantile state of unquestioning
loyalty to his or her own patriarchs...For the Indian characters, deference to the patriarch is natural. They are therefore
trapped in a kind of perpetual childhood” (97). Hobomok’s belief in the stories of his elders and his inability to see
what Child seems to find irrational in their stories makes it clear that Homobok is incapable of logical thinking thus is
stuck in “perpetual childhood.”
36
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whites “so good a friend among the savages” (98). Child is reminding her readers that
despite the goodness of some “savages,” and despite any prolonged habitation among the
civilized whites, Native peoples still lack the intellectual ability that can help them refuse
irrationality; they will continue to cling to old “heathenish stories” recounted by their
chiefs.
Child’s adherence to Native people’s stereotypes is mostly evident in her
depiction of their belief in magic and worship of the devil. In the famous magic ring
scene, Child clearly portrays the difference in attitude towards magic rituals between the
white and Native races by highlighting the reactions of Mary and Hobomok during the
scene. As I will discuss later in the chapter, when Mary performs the ritual, her
apprehension and uncertainty are clearly felt through the vocabulary that Child uses to
reflect the sense of wrongdoing that Mary is experiencing. Hobomok, on the other hand,
is in his natural element. When asked why he is in the woods at that late hour, he answers
without any hesitation that he is out to perform a ritual that can bring fertility to the land:
“Hobomok much late has been out to watch the deer tracks, and he came through the
hollow, that he might make the Manitto Asseinah* green as the oak tree.” Child explains
to her readers that “Manitto Asseinah” are “Spirit Rocks” on which “Indians” threw
sticks or stones as “an act of devotion” (13-14). The different attitudes towards rituals
between Mary and Hobomok, or white and Native peoples, that Child emphasizes signals
her own feelings towards practices that involve the supernatural. After Mary leaves the
woods, Hobomok resumes his ritual by cutting down two young boughs and throwing
them on the “sacrifice heap of his God” while muttering “Three times much winnit
Abbamocho said; three times me do.” Again, Child provides her readers with the
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meaning of “Abbamocho” as “‘very good devil,’ a term…generally applied to those
prophets or priests who had effected any great cures.” With this note, Child reminds her
readers that the Native people worship devils and that even their knowledge of cures is
attributed to a kind of communication with those “good devils” (14). Moreover, Child
shows that despite Hobomok’s association with the whites and his first-hand experience
with the effectiveness of whites’ healing practices as opposed to those of Native priests’,
he still clings to heathenish beliefs. The belief in magic is so pervasive among the Native
people that Hobomok’s tribe attributes his marriage to Mary to the “effect of witchcraft
on his part” because even to them, this marriage could not have occurred naturally (135).
But as we noticed, the marriage was the result of an action taken by Mary during
a moment of despair. After losing her mother, believing that she had lost her Christian
lover Brown, and giving up on gaining the affection of her father, Mary gave herself up
to the Native hunter. The scene describing Mary’s running away to join Hobomok
reflects a contrast between nature’s reaction to the anticipated union and Hobomok’s
own. Child portrays Hobomok as an animal who had caught a prey, in this case Mary. As
soon as Mary leaves her father’s house, Hobomok leads her to his boat turning left and
right along the way for fear that someone might see them. Once onboard the boat,
Hobomok’s sense of victory seems to contrast nature’s astonishment as it highlights the
difference between the bride and groom-to-be, “dark chieftain…exulting in his
prize…while the rays of a bright moon….shone full upon the contrast of their
countenances” (123). Mary’s whiteness both due to race and to her fear cannot be more
visible as when it was set against the dark face and the triumph of the Native man as he
seizes his “prize”.

83

Even the song that Hobomok sings reflects the contrast between Mary’s
vulnerability and Hobomok’s fierceness, “I will come back to my wakon-bird, laden with
beaver and deer” (123). Mary is a bird trapped in the wigwam while Hobomok continues
the only lifestyle he knows, that of hunting deer and beaver.37 This image is starkly
different from Mary’s previous hope of living with Brown in England and being again
surrounded by music and artwork; instead, she will now be surrounded with the dead
bodies of animals. Hobomok’s vision does come true. After a hasty ceremony that was
performed so quietly for fear of being observed and caught by whites, Mary is taken
inside Hobomok’s wigwam to become his wife. For a long time, the little bird Mary
remains in a “stupefied” condition, neglected by “all her English acquaintances,” while
Hobomok continues his usual life promising Mary to always “come home laden with
deer” (137).
Despite the long time that Hobomok spent with Mary and among other whites,
nothing but his outer appearance changed. Child seems to agree with the contemporary
view that personal characteristics cannot be changed by the change of environment since
they are determined by “blood, not environment or accident.”38 Hobomok’s “long
residence with the white inhabitants of Plymouth had changed his natural fierceness of
manner into haughty, dignified reserve” (36), and the three years of marriage to Mary
made him seem “almost like an Englishman” (137), yet the change was still skin-deep.
His “uncultivated mind” never improved enough to change his hunting lifestyle, nor to
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In Moving Encounters, Laura Mielke points out that Child was not able to elicit sympathy for the Native people not
only because she depicted that difference in terms of space, but also because she called for sympathy for the native
people because they are different but then expressed the need to eliminate those differences (17).
According to Horsman, “in the first decades of the Nineteenth century Englishmen and Americans increasingly
compared the Anglo-Saxon peoples to others and concluded that blood, not environment or accident, had led to their
success” (63). Ezra Tawil also points out that “Nineteenth-century theory saw stark discontinuities among races and
presumed the permanence and stability of racial essence” (9).
38

84

refuse the superstitious belief in the evil spirits. On the last time that he left his wife and
child to go hunting, Hobomok was surprised by Brown who was thought to have
drowned in a shipwreck three years earlier. The irrationality that is believed to
characterize the Native people’s behavior and the belief in evil spirits is quite reflected in
Hobomok’s reaction. Seeing Brown, Hobomok “hastily retreated into the thicket, casting
back a fearful glance on what he supposed to be the ghost of his rival.” The supposed
fierceness of the hunter seems to have vanished as “the countenance of the savage
assumed at once the terrible, ashen hue of Indian paleness.” Even when Brown tried to
follow him to assuage his fears, Hobomok retreated farther while his knees were
“trembling against each other in excessive terror.” It took Brown “repeated assurances”
to Hobomok that he was a real man, not a ghost, until “the Indian timidly approached”
(138).
The Native people do not change their nature nor do they change their minds
when set on anything. After Hobomok realized that Brown was no ghost, he watched
Brown’s reaction to the news that Mary has become Hobomok’s wife and has nursed his
son. Hobomok convinced himself that Mary would prefer Brown over him which drove
him first to the irrational thought of “taking his [own] life” (139). But then he decided to
“go far off among some of the red men in the west [who] will dig him a grave” so Mary
can return to her beloved Brown. Despite Brown’s appeals to Hobomok to stay with
Mary, Hobomok reminded him that the “purpose of an Indian is seldom changed” and he
moved “on with an astonishing speed” pursuing “every animal which came within his
view.” He then collected “his game in one spot, and selected the largest deer, and several
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of the handsomest smaller animals” to give to the only friends he made among the whites,
the Colliers (140). With this gift to the whites, Hobomok left never to be seen again.
This section discussed Child’s portrayal of Hobomok as an exemplary Native
American living among the whites. Despite Child’s sympathetic image, she still depicts
Hobomok according to the prevalent stereotypes of physical strength and mental
deficiency. For Child, no matter how much the Native man aspires towards civilization, it
is just beyond his capacity. By portraying the impossibility of establishing a satisfactory
life between Mary and Hobomok, Child is also portraying the impossibility of racial
coexistence. As Thifault puts it, “[T]he novel’s dissolution of Hobomok’s marriage to
Mary is not a reluctant concession to the taboo against miscegenation, but a strategic use
of racialist logic that encourages an inclusive attitude toward Catholicism and related
‘Romish’ religions” (125). The next section focuses on Child’s descriptions of white
people and her portrayal of them as endowed with qualities that make them the best
candidates to rule America.

2.3 Inner Goodness of Whites
In Regeneration Through Violence, Richard Slotkin defines “true myths” as
myths that “are generated on a sub-literary level by the historical experience of a people
and thus constitute part of that inner reality which the work of the artist draws on,
illuminates, and explains” (4). At a time when stories of suffering filled many pages both
of the Bible and of Christians’ personal writings, patience during the hard experience
constantly presented evidence of the sufferer’s piety. Many Christians related their own
suffering to that of Christ and other saints and saw in their suffering messages from God
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to redeem them from earlier sins as He did with Adam and Eve.39 Some Christians might
have thought that since their suffering is related to Christ, and since heathenish people do
not believe in Christ, then those non-Christian people would not perceive their suffering
as divine messages, nor would they be able to respond properly to those messages. The
belief in having a unique relationship with Christ combined with the view that
civilization and Christianity go hand in hand made the idea of Christians’ right to rule
America quite appealing. But at the same time that Child was seeing the inner goodness
of Christians, she was also contemplating the harshness of the Puritans and how that
harshness might be driving some of the young and vulnerable Christians away from true
Christianity. Throughout Hobomok, Child presents stories of characters who are sent
messages through afflictions that should bring them back to God. Regeneration of
Americans for Slotkin was effected through violence; while for Child, regeneration is
effected through affliction—still a type of violence, but a divine one that is directed
against the self and the body of the believer.
Based on Slotkins discussion, myths start in the mind but inspire changes and
actions in real life: “myth can be seen as an intellectual or artistic construct that bridges
the gap between the world of the mind and the world of affairs, between dream and
reality, between impulse or desire and action. It draws on the content of individual and
collective memory, structures it, and develops from its imperatives for belief and action”
(Slotkin 7). As such, the myth of inner goodness that is regenerated through affliction
fulfills the characteristics of a myth as one that is developed in the self due to the
society’s collective memory and became a guide for action. The inner goodness that
According to Cynthia Wallace, since the sixteenth century Christian writers began “a long history of women writing
in English on Christianity, suffering, and self-sacrifice. Indeed, most of our earliest examples of women’s publishing in
English are explicitly religious and participate in a broader Christian attention to suffering” (4).
39
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allows Christians to interpret their suffering as divine messages that should direct their
future actions is undoubtedly a myth that Child seems to believe in and wants to remind
her readers of.
The myth of inner goodness is connected to the idea of “God’s chosen people” in
that they are both based on a relationship between religion and civilization. Christianity is
believed to be the religion of peace and civilization, and civilization is believed to
conquer primitivism, as John Adams expressed it in 1818, “One great advantage of the
Christian religion in that it brings the great principle of the law of nature and nations,
love your neighbour as yourself, and do to other as you would that others do to you”
(cited in Johnson 83). But Child’s sympathetic nature made her question the actions of
the Puritans in terms of creating animosity amongst Christians based on different
factions. To bring back whites to their inner goodness, Child plays God and puts her
white characters through different forms of affliction. During the Eighteenth and
Nineteenth centuries, many writings utilized the trope of going through affliction to be
pushed to repent before dying.40 Affliction is predominantly depicted through illness
which in most cases ends in death. As Jocelyn Bailey points out, “Sentimental novels are
so replete with young women suffering from vague or unnamed illnesses that the ‘death
scene’ of a ne’er-do-well or an angelic figure constitutes an almost-essential trope of the
genre” (3). Pious writers as well as fictional characters go through afflictions with much
patience and trust in God, using their time of suffering to preach others to follow the lead
of good Christians. Sinful writers and characters, on the other hand, often misinterpret
their afflictions thus require going through more severe ones to return to righteousness.

For a detailed study about suffering and redemption in American literature, please check Cynthia Wallace’s Of
Women Borne.
40
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In Hobomok, most of the white Christian characters are afflicted either by illnesses
or by family tribulations. Based on the reaction of the sufferer, the reader can identify how
“good” a character is. This section focuses mainly on the experiences of Mr. & Mrs.
Conant and Lady Arabella.41 The women discussed here serve as models for Christian
white wives who would not only sacrifice themselves for the sake of others, but also
would recognize that all their afflictions are God’s means of testing their faith. During
their lives, Mrs. Conant and Lady Arabella seize every opportunity to serve others, and on
their deathbeds, they continue to spread virtue by guiding those around them to do good.
Diane Price Herndl states that the invalid can be “a good woman who had been cruelly
wronged and whose illness only revealed her piety…[T]he virtuous female endures her
illness without complaint, more concerned with those who will be left suffering after her
death than with herself...Selfless, she thinks only of others, no matter how bad her health”
(51). This description, as will be shown, perfectly matches Mrs. Conant’s and Lady
Arabella’s stories. Mr. Conant, on the other hand, is an example of a stubborn Christian
man whose pride and religious zeal pushes him at times to ignore the voice of his heart.
Mr. Conant’s refusal to change necessitates that he goes through a series of mounting
afflictions to be brought back to the right route and eventually redeemed.42
Mrs. Conant is introduced to the reader as the wife of an old acquaintance of the
narrator. Before her marriage, she was enjoying a life of wealth and nobility in the
“magnificent halls of her father,” and “life seemed cloudless before her” (8). Despite her
father’s kindness, Mrs. Conant chose to disobey him by marrying against his will thus
Karcher points out that one of the scenes that received much praise by Child’s critics is the deathbed scene of the two
“exemplary Puritan wives” (xxxv).
42 “The nature of the mythopoeic perception, in both maker and audience, is mystical and religious,…, defining
relationships between human and divine things, between temporalities and ultimates…The myth is articulated by
individual artists and has its effect on the mind of each individual participant, but its function is to reconcile and unite
these individualities to a collective identity” (Slotkin 7-8).
41

89

“incurr[ing] his lasting displeasure” (8). This act of disobedience is made worse by her
failure to ask for forgiveness for many years. Her postponement of apology, as we will
learn, was due to her indulgence of her husband’s bad feelings towards her father.
Indulging others and disobeying her father are the two sins that Mrs. Conant has to repent
before she can gain her redemption. Mrs. Conant’s inner goodness allows her to interpret
her afflictions as God’s ways of redeeming her from her sins.
Her father’s displeasure marks the beginning of a series of afflictions that are
meant to drive Mrs. Conant to repent from the sin of breaking the heart of an old loving
man. Not long after the marriage, the Conants suffered so many setbacks that “misfortune
and poverty became their lot.” To escape the difficulties they were facing in England, the
couple took their small family and moved to America. But the change proved very
difficult. Contrary to living in the courts of kings, Mrs. Conant had to dwell in a “rude
shelter on a foreign soil,” and the couple lost their two boys who “had fallen victims to
sickness and famine.” To save their only daughter from a similar fate, the Conant’s took
advantage of the kindness of the displeased old man and sent little Mary back to England
to be raised under the grandfather’s care (8).
The grandfather’s assent to raise little Mary in his mansion in England should
have served as an indicator of the old man’s willingness to forgive his daughter, yet, Mrs.
Conant had obviously failed to seize the opportunity. Such failure seems more deliberate
when we learn that when little Mary was living with the grandfather, he had frequently
expressed his deep love for Mrs. Conant, as Mary tells her mother, “you know that
grandfather loves you, and has long since forgiven you. I have told you how often he
used to take me in his lap and kiss me, as he said how much I looked like his dear child”
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(75). By deciding not to reach out to the offended father despite such assurances, Mrs.
Conant left herself susceptible not only to the pain of guilt but also to the afflictions that
disobedience may bring forth.
Deferring her request for her father’s forgiveness can only be attributed to her
submissive nature especially considering Mr. Conant’s “tyrannical” nature (76). Mrs.
Conant may have been afraid of instigating troubles with her husband who disapproved
of the old man’s religion and held a personal grudge against him for refusing him as a
husband to Mary. Mrs. Conant is described as “always weak and gentle, bended to the
blast,” believing that women should always be obedient to their husbands because “It is
the duty of woman to love and obey her husband” (74). But Mrs. Conant is unable to
differentiate between the times when obedience is required and the times when it is only
done to indulge others. By allowing Mr. Conant’s personal feelings towards the Earl of
Rivers to determine her own decision of having no communication with her father, Mrs.
Conant lets herself suffer the consequences of such wrongdoing whether in the form of
affliction or the guilt of disobedience. Mrs. Conant’s emotional suffering eventually has
its toll on her body.43 Kiehna points out that sentimental fiction is replete with women
falling ill due to excessive emotions, “[T]he portrayal of illness as a consequence of an
overflow of sentiment was an important and long-standing component of sentimental
fiction” (1).
The decline in Mrs. Conant’s health necessitated Mary’s return from England.
Upon her return, Mary wished to continue her meetings with an Episcopalian young man,
yet her wishes were aggressively denied by her father. However, Mrs. Conant’s indulging
43

Bergland as well suggests that there is a relationship between the illness of women and their goodness stating that,
“Mrs. Conant’s frail physical health signals her goodness. Mary succinctly expresses the link between physical frailty
and spiritual perfection when she tells Charles that ‘the sicker she is, the more she seemeth like an angel’” (73).
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nature soon extended to Mary. Despite her husband’s refusal of Mary’s and Brown’s
meetings, and despite the sense of guilt that Mrs. Conant was feeling, she still allowed
those meetings. The kind mother’s decisions were easily manipulated by those around
her. For instance, whenever Mr. Conant goes away for a few days, Mary would ask her
mother if Brown could visit. The mother hesitates at first because “she ought not to do
wrong because your [Mary’s] father is absent,” yet a kiss from Mary changes the mind of
the “indulgent” mother who confesses to her daughter that, “Perhaps I do wrong thus to
violate the injunctions of my husband” (45-6). But the permission was granted every time
that Brown wished to visit; Mrs. Conant, “at length gave their meeting her unqualified
consent” reminding herself and Mary that “I fear I do wrong my child” but Mary always
“kissed away the sentence” (47).
Entertaining Mary’s wishes was not limited to allowing her the liberty to meet
with Brown; Mary was also permitted to listen to Hobomok’s stories for long periods of
time. Child tells the readers that while Mr. Conant made it clear to Hobomok that “the
traditions of his fathers were heathenish and sinful,” Mary was willing to listen to them
attentively in her mother’s presence: “Hobomok seldom spoke in Mr. Conant’s
presence…; but with Mary and her mother, he felt no such restraint, and there he was all
eloquence” (85). By letting Mary do things her way, Mrs. Conant might have failed to
teach Mary self-restraint; a characteristic that could have prevented her from trying the
magic ring ritual and offer herself as a wife to a Native man.
Although Mrs. Conant’s sins of indulging others had grave consequences on the
family, they were the result of her “gentle” nature. Mrs. Conant is portrayed as a good
wife who never complains about replacing the mansion of her father with the “miserable
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hut” of her husband (9) where the “velvet cushions are wooden benches, and…tapestry
[is] the rough bark of the forest tree” (93). Her contentment was evident from the
beginning when she continued to show love to Mr. Conant despite the difficult life and
the change of his character, “the love of woman endured through many a scene of
privation and hardship, even after the character of its object was totally changed” (8). She
would never complain about the disparity and quality of her provisions; even the
“unpalatable” food that was offered at the family’s table “was cheerfully partaken by the
noble inmates of that miserable hut” (9). Mrs. Conant, like many Christians, takes lessons
from saints and other Biblical figures on how to react to adversity. She compares herself
to “the wife of Abraham” in how she had to leave her family to join her husband. Mrs.
Conant does her best to show contentment, yet deep inside she is hiding her guilt and
misery as she remembers the life she had in England and how little reward she had
received for joining her husband in America: “His wife, who had left a path all blooming
with roses and verdure, and cheerfully followed his rugged and solitary track, pressed
back the ready tears, as the remembrance of England came hurrying on her heart” (16).
Mrs. Conant admits that she does not regret marrying her husband, but she regrets leaving
her father by himself, “If my grey-haired father could but shed one tear upon my grave,
methinks it would furnish wherewithal to cheer my drooping hither” (75). Mrs. Conant
feels that she will never rest in her grave if she is not forgiven by her father.
Realizing that her weakness is becoming a burden on her daughter, Mrs. Conant
confesses to Mary that the only thing keeping her alive is her need to secure her father’s
forgiveness: “I shall not long hang a dead weight upon your young life…the shadows of
life are fleeting more dimly before me, and I feel that I must soon be gathered to my
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fathers” (74). Mrs. Conant is confident that death is near, but she is not concerned about
death; what concerns her is the grave mistake that flashes before her every time she
thinks that she is to be “gathered” to her fathers. How could she join them in the afterlife
if she is disobedient to her father in life? Mrs. Conant’s goodness seems to make death
more of a choice for her; she can drag herself to stay alive until she guarantees her
father’s pardon. The goodness and trust in God that Christian white characters have
usually takes them through any hardships. This trust in their power to choose their
destiny is part of the myth of inner goodness because as Slotkin argues, “Myth describes
a process, credible to its audience, by which knowledge is transformed into power; it
provides a scenario or prescription for action, defining and limiting the possibilities for
human response to the universe” (7). The knowledge that whatever one is going through
is a result of one’s actions gives the sufferer the power of knowing that events can be
changed. So, when Mrs. Conant for example, recognizes that her affliction is due to her
guilt, she gains the power to ask for forgiveness knowing that she can then leave the
world happy and content.
Mrs. Conant does not gain the confidence to communicate with her father until
she realizes that Mary is going to repeat her mother’s sin. Driven by her own sadness and
fear and encouraged by Brown, Mrs. Conant finally writes to her father. In the letter, she
tells him that although she can almost see death, she wants to wait for his forgiveness
before she leaves the earth: “I see the grave opening before me, but I feel that I cannot
descend thereunto till I have humbly on my knees asked the forgiveness of my offended
father.” Mrs. Conant apologizes for her “youthful follie and disobedience” and assures
him that only God knows the “wretchedness” that she feels every time she thinks of his
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solitude (80). The old man’s kind reply serves as a further reproof for Mrs. Conant for
allowing his displeasure to last those years. In his reply, he not only reminds her of his
love for her but apologizes for treading “too harshlie” on her heart and asks her to forgive
him just as he forgives her (102). After Mrs. Conant receives her father’s letter of
forgiveness along with a Bible he sent as a gift, “the weak nerves of [this] disobedient
child” could not handle the amount of love and kindness of the father and her regrets
were too much to take (103).
Now that she is confident of her father’s pardon, Mrs. Conant warns Mary of the
consequences of leaving one’s elderly parents. Herself as an example, she tells Mary that
she does not want her to suffer the way her mother did (75). Assuming that Mary would
follow Brown’s dictates just like she followed Mr. Conant’s, Mrs. Conant addresses
Brown saying, “I could wish that Mary might be always with her father. He loves her,
notwithstanding his conscientious scruples cause him to seem harsh; and perhaps she
might feel happier when her days are numbered like mine” (75). Mrs. Conant then warns
Mary about the misery that can ensue from leaving one’s father, and before she dies, she
makes Mary promise to be kind to her father no matter what, “For my sake…be as dutiful
to your good father as you have been to me” (109). To further ensure that her husband
and daughter do not repeat her mistake, Mrs. Conant uses the solemnity of her deathbed
that had brought about her husband’s inner goodness to convince him to allow the
marriage between Brown and Mary. Women on their deathbeds can “evoke...feelings of
sympathy, love, and forgiveness” in witnesses of the scene; and this ability to evoke such
feelings is a form of “sentimental power” (Price Herndl 44). Mrs. Conant is hopeful that
by using this “sentimental power” to guarantee her husband’s consent to the marriage,
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she is eliminating the possibility that Mary would need to disobey him for Brown’s sake.
Realizing that Mr. Conant already charges Mary with preferring her grandfather’s
religion, she reminds him that Mary is a “good girl” who deserves her father’s love and
that of God “who had mercy on our unconverted souls” (108). In this manner Mrs.
Conant uses her suffering to instill goodness in her loved ones.
After ensuring her redemption by securing the forgiveness of her father, and
obtaining the promises from her husband and Mary to deal kindly with each other, Mrs.
Conant is now ready to depart: “I would fain turn to the light…for I feel that my
departure drawth nigh…I die happy in the Lord Jesus. Sometimes I would fain tarry
longer for your sake; but the Lord’s will be done” (108). Not only does the goodness of
Mrs. Conant allow her to choose not to die until she has fulfilled her duties as daughter, a
wife, and a mother, but also it allows her to ponder the possibility of staying alive a bit
longer for the sake of her family, yet, she chooses not to. With a “celestial smile of a
dying saint” on her face, Mrs. Conant passes away embraced by her loved ones (108).
In the same room where Mrs. Conant lies still, we find Lady Arabella who is an
example of a strong wife who loved and supported her husband Mr. Johnson so much that
he could not survive after her death. Lady Arabella’s response to her afflictions serves as
a model of pious reaction to God’s tests. Lady Arabella is a “tall, dignified looking lady”
(92) who has dedicated her life to help her husband in his endeavors to serve the Lord in
America as she “entered with enthusiasm into the plans of her honored husband” (107).
Upon their arrival to Naumkeak, Mr. Johnson expressed his doubt that Lady Arabella can
withstand the difficulties of life in America, but with her smile she assured him that she
was aware of and ready for the difficulties ahead (98). Lady Arabella, similar to Mrs.
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Conant, was from a wealthy family that was not accustomed to the harshness of life. So,
joining her husband in America entailed the need to adjust both mentally and physically
to the difficulties of life. From the first day of her arrival, Lady Arabella proved her
earnest desire to sacrifice; when Mary Conant prepared her breakfast telling her, “I have
honored you more than we ever did any guests in America,” Lady Arabella’s reply served
as a summary of her attitude: “I have come into the wilderness too,…, and I must learn to
eat hominy and milk, and forget the substantial plum puddings of England. But ‘sweet is
a dinner of herbs where love is’” (97). Such determination or “firmness of purpose” and
such willingness to sacrifice are genuine characteristics of Lady Arabella (107).
But the physical and emotional stress eventually prove more than the determined
woman could handle. In a long scene, Lady Arabella’s health decline is described in
detail, offering the reader a chance to live with her for a while, sympathize with her, and
maybe even identify with her. Lady Arabella
never spoke of the reverse in her situation, and scarcely seemed to think of it. Her
character was indeed all that her countenance indicated…Firmness of purpose had
been her leading trait from childhood; and now she tasked it to the utmost. But it
was soon evident that the soul, in the consciousness of its strength, had too
heavily tasked its frail, earth-born companion. The decline of each day witnessed
a bright, shadowy spot upon her cheek, too delicate to be placed there by the
pencil of health—her lips grew pale—and her eyes had lost all their luster, save a
transient beam of tenderness when she welcomed the return of her beloved
partner. (107)
Child presents Lady Arabella as an example of a hard-working, loving wife who despite
her wealth and status would never complain when life becomes hard and would even hide
her pain behind her tender smile. Eventually though, her body could no longer sustain its
strength and Lady Arabella succumbs to strain.
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Child sets the deathbed scenes of both Mrs. Conant and Lady Arabella in the
same room and describes their physical and mental statuses interchangeably to allow the
readers to identify with one of the women: one who had her share of sins, overwhelmed
with grief and worries, but has to her utmost fulfilled her duties as a Christian wife and
mother; the other, in addition to being a good wife and a good Christian, has a purpose in
life as she was involved in her husband’s work: “It was interesting to observe the
contrasts between the two invalids. One, always weak and gentle, bended to the blast, and
seemed to ask support from everything around her. The other, struggling against decay,
seemed rather to give assistance, than to require it” (108). Child compares the women’s
attitudes towards illness and expresses a preference for Lady Arabella’s. This preference
is highlighted through Arabella’s direct connection to the Divine—a connection that
allows her to know that Mrs. Conant had passed away, and gives her the ability to see
angels. Lady Arabella tells her husband, “I dreamed that angels came for [Mrs. Conant],
and she said they must wait for me. They are standing by her bed-side now. Don’t you
see the light of their garments? Well, I shall soon be ready” (110). Lady Arabella not only
senses the angles, but also she can see them. She even expects her husband to be able to
see them and communicate with them just like her. Her interaction with the angels seems
so cordial that she can leave them waiting until she is ready to depart.
Like many good Christians on their deathbeds, Lady Arabella would not be ready
to depart until she had preached goodness to those around her. When her husband seems
hopeless as he watches her dying, and wishes that “the bitterness of this cup might pass
from [him],” she “calmly” reminds him of the futility of such wishes and that he should
“drink [this bitter cup] like a Christian.” She also reprimands him for regretting bringing
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her with him to America and taking her away from the comfortable life that she was
living in England. Lady Arabella’s complete trust in God allows her to say that the
location and manner of death would not change by the change of scenery, “The time of
my departure hath come, and what matters it whether it be in England or America?” Lady
Arabella looks at her husband, a “faint smile hovered round her lips,” as she tells him that
she can hear “the angels singing” and that “Tis time” for her to go (111).
Unlike Mrs. Conant who once she feels that her “departure draweth nigh” asks to
be turned to the light, Lady Arabella keeps her “look…towards her husband when her
lids closed as if in peaceful slumber” (108-111). This contrast between the good women’s
gazes reflects the goodness of the observers in both situations. Mr. Johnson is portrayed
as a very loving husband who spent his life building churches and helping those around
him. A few days after his wife’s death, Mr. Johnson started declining. Just like his good
wife and many other good Christians, he used his illness time to urge others to do good
and, in his case, to continue the building of the church that he started. He asks the
governor to urge the laborers to “go on, like brave soldiers of Christ Jesus, until they
perfect the work wherewithal he hath entrusted them” and he asks to be buried at the site
of that church. Child assures her readers that “The excellent man soon after followed his
young wife to the mansions of eternal rest” (112-3). The goodness of Mr. Johnson,
therefore, made him worthy of being a light for his wife and the last sight that she sees
before her death. Mr. Conant and Mary, on the other hand, would not keep their promises
to the dying mother. Mrs. Conant seems to have predicted the future as she preferred to
direct her gaze to the light. She knew that her husband and her daughter have not yet
reached the status of being a source of light. Even her last words to Mary “My child—
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God—bless” were “troubled and indistinct” indicating that Mary was not yet ready to be
blessed.
Although we only focused on Mrs. Conant’s and Lady Arabella’s reactions to
afflictions, the same pattern of patience and sacrifice is found with other female
characters in Hobomok such as Sally Oldham and her mother.44 Sally is depicted as a
hardworking young woman who despite the difficulties of life in Naumkeak, she spends
her time working on the farm, milking cows, and tending the sick (21-2). Although Mr.
Oldham is rude to her especially when he is under the influence of alcohol, she still treats
him with utmost respect. In response to her husband’s insults of Sally, Mrs. Oldham
reminds him politely, “You know, Goodman…that howsomeever gracious and obedient
our children may be, there have been no small hardships during our sojourning here, both
for their young hearts and limbs too” (24). Sally’s kindness and hard work are rewarded
at the end of the novel when she marries the man she loves and gives birth to a “little
blooming daughter”. The sense of inferiority to Mary Conant which Sally felt due to her
humble upbringing and lack of education is replaced at the end of the novel with a
superior status as she remains the only white woman to visit Mary after her marriage to
Hobomok. This rewarding of Sally could be a reflection of Child’s personal experience
with her own family who, as Karcher (1997) points out, were “hard-working people, who
had had small opportunity for culture’ [and they] never ceased practicing—or requiring
of their children—the hard manual labor and rigid economy that they saw as the
cornerstone of their prosperity…The emphasis on industriousness, frugality, and plain
Karcher points out that one of the methods of revising “patriarchal script” that Child employs is “turning the
peripheral into the central” by shedding light on the roles of women. Child, according to Karcher, “emphasizes the
heroism of women like Mrs. Oldham” who does not complain despite New England’s harsh life and her husband’s
“quarrelsome” nature. Mrs. Conant and Lady Arabella, on the other and, die due to their love for their husbands. But
Karcher believes that Child mostly prefers the young women who “refuse to submit to patriarchy” like Sally and Mary
(xxIII).
44
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living remained with Child throughout her adulthood” (5). This stress on hard work
combined with her “hatred for what she called ‘aristocracy’” and her “contempt for the
idle rich” might have also contributed to her harsh punishment of Mary who was
portrayed as a proud young woman who was constantly complaining about the difficult
life in Salem.
After establishing the inner goodness of white women, Child presents Mr. Conant
as an example of a white Christian man who has committed many sins, yet his inner
goodness secures him redemption after a series of afflictions. Mr. Conant’s harshness and
pride keep him for a long time from interpreting his afflictions as chances to repent; and
this failure necessitates that his afflictions grow more severe until he finally recognizes
his sins and earns his redemption.
From their first meeting, the narrator notices that Mr. Conant has changed a lot
since the couple last met; Mr. Conant is no longer the happy man of some years ago as
“his once cheerful countenance had assumed an unusual expression of harshness” (8).
Mr. Conant’s “buoyancy of heart” could not survive the turbulence that ensued not long
after his marriage to the “wealthy and noble” Mary. The Conants, as mentioned earlier,
married against the will of Mrs. Conant’s father. The old man’s displeasure might have
contributed to the couple’s hard lot of poverty and misfortune. Instead of searching for
the reasons behind such afflictions, Mr. Conant’s “human pride” made him outwardly
resentful of his religion which eventually caused him to leave England and head to the
New World. However, the family’s misfortunes continued as they lost their “Two boys,
the pride of their father’s heart” (8) but rather than becoming kinder to his wife who left
her comfortable life and chose to accompany him despite the “privation and hardship” in
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America, Mr. Conant became a “rigid Calvinist…[who] seemed like some proud
magnolia of the south” (8).
On the first visit to the Conants, the narrator notices that Mr. Conant is a “stern
old man” who publicly humiliates his daughter by speaking to her in a loud “angry tone”
and accusing her of favoring lively joys to religious practice. When Mary inquires about
England, her father not only questions her reasons behind her attachment to “those, who
bow the knee to Baal,” but also he accuses her of being willing to sacrifice religion to
“vamp up” herself in French costumes. Such harsh accusations and questioning of beliefs
are not limited to Mary; anybody whose beliefs do not match those of Mr. Conant seem
to get their share of his overzeal. As Sally describes him, “[Mr. Conant] is over fond of
keeping folks in a straight jacket; and I am sure our belt is likely to be buckled tight
enough by the great folks there in London” (19). Hence, for Sally, the way that Mr.
Conant likes to dictate people’s behavior is no different at all from what the immigrants
flew to America to escape from. His overzeal is mostly reflected in his interactions with
Brown accusing him of being a “hypocritical son of a strange woman” and his religion as
a “damnable doctrine” (77).
But Child does not want her readers to see Mr. Conant as a villain. Mr. Conant’s
harshness developed due to overzealous tendencies —and probably due to interactions
with Native peoples who were believed to disrespect their women—harshness is not
inherent in him. On multiple occasions we see his kindness peeping through the rigidity
of his face, yet Mr. Conant’s pride prevents that kindness from becoming too visible. For
example, when Mr. Conant loses his temper, one gentle touch from Mrs. Conant is
enough to subdue his anger. As the narrator observes, “during the whole of my
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intercourse with…[Mr. Conant], I noticed that a spirit of tenderness toward his sick wife
had survived the wreck of all his kindest feelings. It was indeed but oil upon the surface”
(10). When Mrs. Conant receives the letter of forgiveness from her father, Mr. Conant
could not help but feel the solemnity of the moment: “Even the stern nerves of Mr.
Conant relaxed a little, when he read the old gentleman’s letter. He turned to the window,
and drummed a psalm tune for a few moments, then cast round an inquiring glance, to see
if anyone had noticed this moment of weakness.” Mr. Conant’s inner kindness might be
“concealed, beneath a deep shade of rigidity” yet it is still there (106). Nothing brought
out the best in Mr. Conant like his wife. During her final days when her illness was most
severe, he watched over her with “the tender solicitude of a mother over her sickening
infant.” He felt that “a sigh or groan” from the woman he has always loved can still “stir
up those recesses of feeling.” And when death seemed so near, Mr. Conant could hardly
press back the tears as he sought his wife’s forgiveness: “If in the roughness of my
nature, I have sometimes spoken too harshly; say that you forgive me.” The solemnity of
the scene and the severity of the affliction were enough to “overcome the loftiness of
pride” and Mr. Conant no longer fought the “big, bright tears” that were pouring from his
eyes. Yet these emotions were soon checked. No other sign of grief except the “slight
quivering of his lip and the gathering moisture in his eyes” were seen (108-111). Mr.
Conant failed to understand the lesson behind the affliction of losing the kind wife; he
failed to do good to the one who depended on him, namely, his daughter Mary, “his
feelings were too rigid and exclusive to sympathize with a young heart almost
discouraged by surrounding difficulties” (114). Failing to learn the lessons behind
calamities entailed the severity of a future test.
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Mr. Conant’s insistence on hiding his feelings would have grave consequences on
his and his daughter’s future. After the news of Brown’s possible death, Mary was in
such bad condition that her suffering was visible even to her father. But instead of
engulfing her with love to assuage her grief, Mr. Conant strove to avoid the topic.
Realizing that his approach was not working, Mr. Conant for a moment questioned his
actions towards his daughter,
Conscience, cool and unbiased, inquired whether he had not in some measure
mistaken obstinacy and pride for conscientious zeal; and in the humbleness of the
moment, he acknowledged that Christians were too apt to mistake the voice of
selfishness for the voice of God. His earliest enemies had been of the English
church, and he had seen his wife drooping and dying amid the poverty which his
religious opinions had brought upon her, and yet he tried hard to be convinced,
and did at last verily believe, that earthly motives had nothing to do with his
hatred of Episcopacy (119).
Deep inside, Mr. Conant’s goodness was fighting to come out. He was sincerely hoping
to make Mary happy by approving of her marriage to Brown, but he no longer could
since Brown disappeared. Then, instead of tending to his daughter’s affliction, Mr.
Conant missed another opportunity for redemption as he “did as he too often had done—
stifled the voice of nature, and hid all his better feelings beneath the cold mask of
austerity” (119).
Mr. Conant’s afflictions grew harder with Mary’s disappearance overnight. His
fear that Mary had taken her own life hurried to his mind and forced him to contemplate
his own actions again. Was he too harsh on her? “He felt that he had, in reality, known
very little of Mary,…,and he now blamed himself that he had not given her his
confidence and sympathy, instead of compelling her so cautiously to conceal her
feelings.” What made him feel even worse is remembering his wife’s request to “Be kind
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to Mary” and he felt “the sting of self-reproach, the keenest that can enter the human
soul” (126). The fear of having no second chance to have Mary back mingled with the
sense of humiliation for causing his daughter to kill herself left Mr. Conant vulnerable
and he finally faced the consequences of his pride. Mr. Conant now had no one but God
to go back to, so he implored God saying, “If in this thing, O Lord, I have acted from my
own pride, rather than from zeal for thy glory, I beseech thee, spare me not—but pour out
the vials of thy wrath upon my unworthy head, so that the sins of my child may be
forgiven” (129).
But Mr. Conant’s sense of vulnerability only lasted for a short while before his
pride took over again. Mary’s presumed death only gave him another opportunity to
display his religious forbearance of calamities: “It doth but cause our enemies to
blaspheme, when Christians, who of all men ought to glory in affliction, are disposed to
murmur at the weight thereof” (131). He continued his prayer of having enough trust in
God to face “Whatsoever dispensation the Lord may send in his anger” (131). Sederholm
too points out that for Child, “theology refutes the possibility of true religion because of
its insistence on teachings rather than on experiences,” meaning that Child prefers a
spirituality that is genuinely reflected in everyday life over a religion that is only based
on theology (557). This preference is also reflected in her portrayal of Mr. Johnson and
the way that his piety was not only based on theology, but also reflected in his actions as
compared to Mr. Conant who is more concerned about the way people perceive him than
what he actually feels. On multiple occasions, Mr. Conant is depicted as hiding his real
emotions behind the veil of pious patience.
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But Mr. Conant could never have prepared himself for what his friend describes
as, “the worst” and “the hardest…to bear as a christian”: Mary’s marriage to Hobomok
(132). The enormity of this affliction “fell like a deadly blow on the heart of the old man”
and he was no longer capable of hiding his “choking emotion.” He confesses that Mary’s
death would have been much easier to bear than having her marry a Native man,
“assuredly I find I could more readily have covered her sweet face with the clods, than
bear this” (133). Mr. Conant’s pride is finally shaken and instead of spending his time
judging people’s religion, he busies himself with work and self-reflections, “the heart of
the old man was bowed within him…[and he was frequently seen] leaning his axe or his
hoe, by the hour together, apparently lost in melancholy reflections” (134). Such selfreflections eventually lead to actions. Mr. Conant writes two letters to his daughter asking
her to use her “derangement” as an excuse to consider her marriage to Hobomok
unlawful and to “return to the arms of a parent who tenderly loved her.” His second letter
informs her of a “considerable legacy left to her by the Earl of Rivers” and reiterates her
father’s desire for her return.
Mr. Conant’s admission of his sins that brought about God’s “chastisement” and
his fulfillment of his promise to his wife of dealing kindly with Mary makes him worthy
of redemption. Instead of disgracing him with her marriage to Hobomok, his beloved
daughter is not only freed from the marriage, but also is granted the opportunity of
marrying a Christian. When Mr. Conant is asked if Mary and Brown can have their
marriage ceremony at his house, he replies with so much love and guilt, “Come to my
arms, my deare childe; and may God forgive us both, in aughte wherein we have
transgressed” (149). The married couple build their house near the old man’s to stay close
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to him and “through the remainder of his life, the greater part of his evenings were spent
by that fireside.” Mr. Conant’s determination not to repeat his sin of hiding his emotions
from Mary makes him deal with her son, little Hobomok, with “peculiar” favoritism.
Thus, afflictions bring Mr. Conant’s inner goodness to the surface and overcoming his
pride and harshness render him worthy of a happy rest of his life surrounded by a loving
family.
This section analyzed the way that Child’s belief in the myth of the inner
goodness of whites was reflected in her use of affliction to show their unique relationship
to God. As was pointed out earlier, Christianity and civilization were seen as two sides of
the same coin. By portraying the whites as innately good and civil, Child advocates for
their right to rule America. But Child at the same time was noticing that while white
women were innately good and act as such, some white men were becoming divided,
heavy drinkers, and rude to their wives and daughters. For Child, such actions befit
savages more than Christians, and it could be that the close proximity to the Native
peoples—who were known for their divisions, lack of self-control, and lack of care to
their females—is a contributor to such behavior. Through the stories of the men in
Hobomok, Child reminds white men of their inner goodness and cautions them from
turning savage and driving away their offspring. In the next section, I analyze Mary
Conant’s marriage to Hobomok as another caution that Child presents for anyone who
might be lured to imitate the savages in their way of life.

2.4 Mary Conant: A Cautionary Tale
Child presents Mrs. Conant and Lady Arabella as exemplary figures of Christian
white women in their patience and perseverance and in their honest relationships with the
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Divine. Like many others, they had their share of difficulties, but their inner goodness led
them to interpret their afflictions correctly—affliction is a test or a chastisement from
God to redeem His worshippers. But these are only examples of adult women who were
more than willing to admit their mistakes. By following Mary—a beautiful, desire-driven
young woman who innocently commits foolish mistakes— Child presents a cautionary
tale to her readers about crossing the limits. Mary, just like Charlotte Temple before her,
is put through a series of very hard afflictions that eventually drive her back to the right
path.
Mary is introduced in the novel as a gentle, beautiful young lady, the Conant’s
“youngest little blooming fairy” (8). She lived most of her life under her grandfather’s
care in England surrounded by music and artwork, but she eventually was summoned to
her parents’ home in Naumkeak to “watch the declining health of her mother” (8). For
Mary, leaving the indulging lifestyle in England and moving to the difficult life in
Naumkeak was very hard. Mary struggles to make “palatable” food for her family’s
guests (9), and she frequently complains of her new situation and yearns to go back to
England, telling her friend Sally, “I’m weary of this wilderness life. My heart yearns for
England, and had it not been for my good mother, I would gladly have left Naumkeak today” (19). It is only because of her mother’s need for her that “she endured the mean and
laborious offices which she was obliged to perform, but she lived only in the
remembrance of that fairy spot in her existence” (47). Her mother’s deteriorating health
and her father’s harshness added more trouble to Mary’s life. For Mary, leaving England
was like leaving a “bright and sunny path, to wander in the train of misery, gloom, and
famine” (47). Mary’s difficult situation in America combined with her “childish
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witchery” and a hope for a return to the high-class life in England drove her to behave in
a manner that contradicts the standards of a Nineteenth century American woman.
Mary’s most serious rebellious act came in the form of a midnight ritual that
scholars believe was inspired by a similar ritual mentioned during the Salem witch trials
of a group of girls trying to determine the professions of their future husbands.45 In a
night described as having a “tranquil beauty” that triggers “the spirit of devotion” which
forced the narrator to kneel and pray that his heart is “kept from the snare of the world,”
we find Mary performing a ritual that she hoped would give her a glimpse of her future
husband (12).46 Near her father’s house, Mary, “half fearful,” ventured into the woods
“with hesitating steps,…as if apprehensive of danger.” She “stoops beside” a small brook
and “taking a knife from her pocket, she opened a vein in her little arm, and dipping a
feather in the blood, wrote something on…a white cloth.” Then, Mary stood up with her
face “pale as marble” and whispered some words while drawing a large circle with a
stick. She stepped into the circle and walked around back and forth three times
“speaking…in a distinct but trembling voice”, “Whoever’s to claim a husband’s power,
Come to me in the moonlight hour. Whoe’er my bridegroom is to be, Step in the circle
after me” (13-14).
In The National Uncanny, Bergland points out that, “Carol Karlsen recounts that the accusers of the Salem witches
practiced a magic ritual much like Mary Conant’s: “The outbreak began in the final weeks of 1691, when several girls
and young women in Salem Village began to experiment with magic. Apprehensive about their futures, they clustered
around an improvised crystal ball, trying to find out, among other things, “what trade their sweet harts should be of.”
The image they saw was more frightful than they had imagined—“a spectre in likeness of a Cofin.” Before long, a few
of them…began to have fits and exhibit other manifestations of possession” (72).
45
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This is the scene that all the scholars who study Hobomok analyze. Kracher, for example, argues that the purpose of
the ritual for Mary is to determine if Brown will be her husband but in a larger context it is a question of “whether
matriarchal nature will prevail over patriarchal culture, primitive sexuality over civilized repression, and female
witchcraft over male Puritan ideology” (xxv). Karcher argues that the ritual was successful because it presented “the
two men who will serve as her vehicles for defying her father’s authority and challenging the values he represents”
(xxv). Whereas Sederholm argues that, “Mary’s ceremony illustrates Child’s notion of a religion without theology by
focusing on how it meets Mary’s own spiritual needs without making any reference to theology. If anything, such
ceremonies would have been dismissed as nothing more than simple witchcraft, something to be condemned as satanic”
(558). Sederholm suggests that this ceremony meets Mary's needs spiritually as it is not dictated by religion.
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Mary waited “anxiously” for Brown, the young Episcopalian she met in England
and who has now come to Naumkeak. But, instead of Brown, the Native American
Hobomok jumped into the drawn circle. Mary was so surprised that she uttered an
“involuntary shriek of terror”. As Mary calmed herself, she inquired about the reason that
brought Hobomok there to which he replied that he came to watch the deer track and to
“Make the Manitto Asseinah [Spirit Rocks] green as the oak tree.” Hobomok continued
his ritual by throwing “a large bough upon the heap of rocks…and looking up to the
moon, he uttered something in the Indian tongue, which seemed like a short incantation
or prayer.” As Mary was about to leave the site of the rituals, Brown finally showed up in
her circle. She clung to his arm after all the “terror and agitation” that she just
experienced (13-14).
This scene, as this section will show, is not only an indicator of Mary’s future
husband, but is also the reason behind much of Mary’s future afflictions. As argued
earlier, white Christians’ hearts, especially of Christian women, can sense the sins when
committed, thus anticipating afflictions that can befall them to redeem them from that sin.
The gravity of Mary’s actions of imitating a Native ritual by communicating with the
spirit world for an earthly desire entails that Mary is going to suffer greatly. This
anticipation of trouble is expressed clearly both in Mary’s own apprehensions and in
Sally’s reproach.
From the vocabulary used to describe Mary while performing her ritual, it is easy
to sense her fear and uncertainty. Words like hesitating, apprehensive danger, half
fearful, long fearful look, rose with a face pale as marble, and anxiously all indicate a
sense of trouble to the reader (13-14). However, Mary’s inner goodness, like that of her
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mother and of other white Christians, triggered in her the sense of wrongdoing. When
confessing to Sally, Mary admits to performing a “wicked thing” that “frightens” her to
think of and that it is “a sin to be repented of” (20). But Mary does not seem willing just
yet to repent as we find her justifying her action by blaming her father for not letting her
marry Brown and admitting her willingness to disobey her father: “what could I do?
Father won’t suffer me to see Charles anywhere…; and if I dared to be disobedient to
him, I wouldn’t do it while my poor mother was alive” (20). This insistence on the
permissibility of her action predicts that trouble is coming.
Further prediction of future troubles comes through Sally as she warns Mary
about the danger of any interaction with the devil,
I think it is an awful wicked thing to try these tricks. There’s no telling what may
come of asking the devil’s assistance. He is an acquaintance not so easily shook
off when you’ve once spoke with him, to my certain knowledge. My father says
he’s no doubt the Lord has given Beelzebub power to choose many a damsel’s
husband, to recompense her for such like wickedness. I’m sure I have been
curious enough to know, but I never dared to speak to Satan about the matter. (20)
Sally’s words inform the reader as well as the heroine that one might have to suffer the
consequence of speaking to the devil, and the price can be as high as having to marry a
husband that Beelzebub had chosen for the seeker. Apparently, Mary had to suffer for her
sin and the husband that Beelzebub had chosen is no other than the Native man,
Hobomok.47
Punishing Mary by marrying her to Hobomok was also foreseen in Mary’s utter
repulsion for the idea. In a conversation between Sally and Mary about the scarcity of
Karcher (1986) points out that although Hobomok’s name is based on a Native man who “came to live amongst the
English,..., and continued faithful and constant to the English until his death,” many still “confused” the name with “the
devil-god whose name he bore” (xxii). This “devil-god,” according to Slotkin, was mentioned in old transcripts that
described an event in 1653 when, “a woman was hanged for borrowing ‘gods’ of the Indians, which she worshipped,
and for taking the Indian devil-god Hobbamock for a husband” (142).
47
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white men as compared to the abundance of Native men, Sally jokes that it is more likely
to end up with a Native husband than to find a white one, saying “I know of no chance a
body has for a husband, without they pick up some stray Narraganset, or wandering
Tarateen,” to which Mary responds “shuddering”, “O, don’t name such a thing” (19). It is
this shudder that tells us of Mary’s true opinion of marrying a Native American, a
shudder that, even after Brown’s departure, Mary still had: “Sometimes a shuddering
superstition would come over her, when she thought of his [Hobomok’s] sudden
appearance in the mystic circle” and a shudder that she continued to feel even after her
marriage to Hobomok (85).
Mary’s fears came true when she gave herself up in desperation and asked
Hobomok to marry her.48 After losing her mother, Mary’s only motivation to bear her
hard life with her father was her hope of Brown’s return to save her and take her back to
England. Hence, after she received the news that Brown might have drowned in a
shipwreck, Mary lost hope, and in a “whirl of feeling, she could not even think” (119).
Her father’s “tardy proofs of affection” coupled with his attempt to throw the prayer book
that Brown had given her into the fire, her “sense of sudden bereavement,” and “her blind
belief in fatality” drove her to ask Hobomok if she can be his wife (121). Mary’s
“unreasonableness of mingled grief and anger” drove her to a form of insanity as she
“sunk under the stupefying influence of an ill directed belief in the decrees of heaven,
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Some scholars such as Karcher and Maddox find in the marriage a sign of a joint struggle between white women and
the racial others against Puritan patriarchal authority. Other scholars, however, such as Thifault and Tawil argue that
the marriage was a result of Mary’s desperation after her mother’s death. Thifault states that, “Mary Conant’s
interracial marriage is a rather unwilling one. In fact, the novel seems to endorse the idea that Mary weds Hobomok out
of desperation and temporary insanity” (124). Tawil argues as well that the novel presents the marriage as “unnatural”
(110) and that “The reason why Mary marries outside of her birth community is not something essential to her nature
but a consequence of her “times” and their assault upon her natural desire” (112). For Bergland, the marriage is nothing
more than Mary’s way of gaining her right for self-determination. Bergland suggests that Child uses Hobomok “as a
means for claiming women’s political rights and asserting female embodiment” (64).
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…and powerful indeed must have been the superstition, which could induce so much
beauty and refinement, even in a moment of desperation, to exchange the social band,
stern and dark as it was, for the company of savages” (122). Child reminds us that Mary’s
inability to control her feelings and her lack of trust in the Divine rendered her
superstitious and led her to act in a way that only unreasonable people would. Child,
though, elicits sympathy for Mary as she reminds the readers that “Mary’s mind was just
in that vacillating state when a breath would have turned her from her purpose, or
confirmed it forever. Her heart, writhing and convulsed as it was, was gentle still; and it
now craved one look of tenderness, one expression of love” and the only source for those
which she could find was Hobomok (122). We are further told that Mary was so deranged
when she left home to join Hobomok that she even forgot to take a “change of apparel”
(123). Failing to remember to take her clothes while planning for a life in the wilderness
only indicates to the reader that Mary was not aware of her actions and incapable of
thinking of any future implications.
With such despair of the mercy of God accompanied by a relentless insistence on
the validity of the ritual she performed, Mary could not prevent herself from the horrible
affliction that she now had to endure. Mary left her father’s house and joined Hobomok
on the boat towards his village. The whole marriage scene was “singularly melancholy”
(123). The moon appeared “hurried and perturbed… Nature too, was in her saddest robe;
and the breeze,…,sounded like the dismal roaring of the distant ocean” (124). Mary is
now explicitly described as a “victim” and her situation is mourned when she is
“guided…unobserved” to Hobomok’s wigwam. Hobomok’s mother, unable to control
her joy that her son had won a white bride, was “[f]ull of astonishment, the grateful
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squaw danced, sung, and caressed Mary, with every demonstration of frantic joy” (124).
The “squaw[‘s]” joy, however, had to be interrupted by her son because “the savage had
many fears that Mary would yet shrink from the strange nuptials” (124).
Not only does Child show Hobomok’s refusal to see Mary’s internal struggles
during this marriage, but also she portrays him as deliberately ignoring them. When Mary
was asked if she was “willing to be married in the Indian form” she turned away from
Hobomok “as if a sudden pang had passed through her heart.” Hobomok’s mother was
able to interpret Mary’s reaction as a sign of madness; but Hobomok dismissed the idea
and attempted to give Mary some wine to soothe her apprehension. He then resumed the
“low-tone” ceremony “for fear of exciting the suspicion of their white neighbors” and
“looked cautiously in every direction” before taking her inside his wigwam (124). In
addition to reflecting Hobomok’s lack of emotions, the marriage scene preserves the
image of Mary as a prey caught by the Native hunter. By morning, Mary was officially
Hobomok’s wife.
A few days after, Mary was spotted in the wigwam by her friend Sally who
observed that Mary had lost her wit and became “so stupid” that she did not recognize
Sally who was her best friend. The reader is not given a justification for Mary’s sudden
loss of intellect yet the stereotype of the Native people as lacking in intellectual capacities
is a pattern in Hobomok which makes it safe to conclude that living among the Native
people had contributed to Mary’s current situation, not to mention that “Anglo-American
society… sought to protect its assumed racial and cultural purity and …held that cultural
interaction was much more likely to produce an individual who personified the worst of
both worlds” (Calloway 46-49). Mary’s deteriorated condition was so bad that she would
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not even “speak a word” (130). She remained in this state for a long time: “She would lie
through the livelong day, unless she was requested to rise; and once risen, nothing could
induce her to change her posture” (135). This description of Mary matches Comte de
Buffon’s (1766) description of the Native peoples which Tawil believes “was the main
source to which later American thinkers would return again and again.” According to
Buffon, the Native “lacks vivacity, and is lifeless in his soul; the activity of his body is
less exercise or voluntary movement than an automatic reaction to his needs; take from
him hunger and thirst, and you will destroy at the same time the active cause of all his
movements; he will remain either standing there stupidly or recumbent for days at a time”
(63). One can argue that living with Hobomok for a while, Mary contracted certain
aspects of the Native lifestyle as perceived by Child.
Despite her “desolate” situation, Mary was granted some “alleviations”. Child
explains how Mary’s “savage” mother-in-law paid her “All the kind attentions which
could suggest themselves to the mind of a savage” (135). Even kindness for Child seems
to vary according to race. The kindness that white women give and receive seems to be
different from any kindness that the savages attempt to share. Mary, after a while, began
waking up to her situation and regaining her rational thinking. Noticing the kindness of
Hobomok and his mother, she began to accept Hobomok “with something like affection”
despite the frequent “solitary…reflections” on her “wretched” situation (135). Mary’s
sense of superiority was eventually tamed as she learned to accept the kindness of her
friend Sally who continued to visit her in Hobomok’s wigwam: “For a long time [Sally’s]
overtures were proudly refused; for Mary could not endure that the visits of one, who had
been so vastly her inferior, should now be considered an honor and obligation” (136).
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Learning to become content with her situation, and overcoming her sense of superiority
which had no basis except of her being raised in the comfort of her grandfather’s home in
England made Mary almost ready to be redeemed.
Complete redemption, however, would not be possible without obtaining her
father’s forgiveness. As was mentioned in “The Inner Goodness of Whites,” Mr. Conant
had sent Mary two letters asking her to forgive and forget his past actions and to return to
his loving arms. Mary was overwhelmed with emotions when reading those letters and
she had no doubt that he would forgive her but she was more afraid of what the rest of
Naumkeak would think of her: “Mary’s heart was melted at these proofs of affection,
when she had so little expected them, but she well knew she should only be considered an
outcast among her brethren” (136). Mary wrote to her father begging for his forgiveness
and explaining her actions and the duties that were preventing her from returning to him.
She also asked him to use the money that her grandfather left her for his own benefits.
Although Mary repented from her sins, there was one issue that she had not
addressed yet: not fulfilling her promise to her mother. Throughout the novel, Mrs.
Conant warned Mary of repeating Mrs. Conant’s mistake of leaving her aged father so
she can follow her whims. She warned Mary of the consequences and the regrets of
hurting one’s parents. Even on her deathbed, the good mother made Mary promise that
she would act kindly to her father, “For my sake…be as dutiful to your good father as
you have been to me” (109). But Mary broke that promise and all she could do now is
admit her sin and hope that she might be forgiven. During a visit from her friend Sally,
Mary finally acknowledged that she broke that promise to her mother and that she
deserved to live the life of misery that she is now suffering, “I am sure I am happier than
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I ever expected to be after Charles’ death, which is more than I deserve, considering I
broke my promise to my dying mother, and deserted my father in his old age” (138).
With this confession and acceptance of punishment, Mary completed her repentance from
her sins and learned to be as good a white Christian woman as she should be.
Unlike Charlotte Temple and other heroines of sentimental narratives whose death
is part of their redemption, Child offers her heroine a kinder fate.49 Brown’s
disappearance, which left Mary in despair thinking that he had drowned, is justified with
his return alive and well after his East India vessel was wrecked and Brown taken captive
for three years on the coast of Africa (145). Upon his return, he accidently meets
Hobomok who informs him that Mary is alive and well under his care and that his love
for Mary forces him to release her of her marriage bond so that she can return to her first
love: Brown. After many tears and regrets for having “sinned,” Mary is united with
Brown who “raised her to his bosom, and wept over her in silence” while she sat “at [his]
feet, clasping his knees with a pale imploring countenance” asking for forgiveness (148).
Brown makes Mary promise him that she will now be his wife and he promises her to
consider her son, Charles Hobomok Conant, as his “own boy” (149).
Mr. Conant is now more than eager to have Mary and Brown’s wedding at his
house. He asks God to forgive him as well as his daughter for all they “have
transgressed” and he “clasped her in a long, affectionate embrace” (149). Mary and
Brown build their house next to her father’s, thus fulfilling Mary’s promise to her kind
mother. Her son grows up to be a “distinguished graduate of Cambridge” and goes on to

Maddox argues that, Child favored “‘Liberal Christianity,’ which aimed at replacing the Calvinist doctrines of
natural depravity and special election with an emphasis on the ability of the individual to be guided toward the good by
the light of reason and intuition” (95). This adoption of beliefs that accept the forgiveness of sins and the tendency of
people to commit sins then repent made Child keep on offering her heroine another chance.
49
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“finish his studies in England” (150). Mary’s fears that she and her son would forever be
considered “degraded” and “outcast[s]” for their association with the Native Hobomok
were allayed as Hobomok “was seldom spoken of” and any traces of him in his son were
“silently omitted” (150). With these rewards, Child pronounces Mary redeemed of her
sins and the story of her suffering can serve as a reminder for any young woman who is
not content with her life and seeks to pursue her whims.
With this “happy ending” for Mary and her family, Child shows the impossibility
of any coexistence between the whites and the Native people beyond trade or service.
Yet, as other scholars point out, we should not judge Child according to her first novel.
As was obvious in my analysis, Child mainly depended on stereotypes to describe the
Native peoples. Even her love story, which is seen as revolutionary by some scholars, can
be interpreted as another cautionary tale whose rich white male antagonist is replaced by
a Native man. What further corroborates my analysis are Child’s later writings which
seem to criticize the whites for becoming worse than the savages in their violence and to
persist in her dismissal of the native religions.50 Although Child might have called for
sympathy towards Native peoples and encouraged attempts to civilize or Christianize
them, she was not at any point willing to see them as equal to the whites nor fitting to join
the leadership of America.

In An Appeal for the Indians Child criticizes the whites for acting worse than the “Indians,” “Indians are at least more
consistent than white men. They profess to believe in revenge, and practice accordingly; while we profess a religion of
love and forgiveness, and do such things as these [referring to the killing of praying Indians]”.
50
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3. Chapter Three
3.1 William Apess’s Captivity and Illness in A Son of the Forest
A lack of immunity was perceived as the cause of death of many Native
Americans during the first centuries of contact with the Europeans. Historians such as
Jared Diamond, Alfred Crosby, and Henry Dobyns argue that almost 80-90% of the
Native population perished due to illnesses carried over from Europe to North America.51
Such justifications absolved colonists and empires of any responsibility for the enormous
numbers of fatalities among Native peoples and put the blame on biological factors that
are beyond human control. Researchers in Beyond Germs: Native Depopulation in North
America used new anthropological and archaeological methods to challenge the claim
that “germs were the main culprit in high American Indian mortality rates [and that] for
the most part, Europeans were innocent bystanders” and concluded that although diseases
tremendously hurt the Native population, it was warfare, displacement, enslavement, and
other European colonization policies and actions that increased the mortality of those
diseases and turned them into epidemics (vii).
But the different conclusions about what exactly made Native peoples susceptible
to diseases did not entail different methods of representation; current researchers still use
methods similar to previous historians’ representation of Native peoples in whole groups
or as tribes. One is left wondering about the fate of the survivors—if there were any—and
about the personal struggles of the ailing Native Americans themselves. Historical
accounts hardly ever present specific stories of individual Native Americans relating
51For

details on the effect of diseases on the Native Americans please see Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human
Societies, Jared Diamond (1997); The Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492 (1972) and
Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of Europe, 900-1900 (1986) by Alfred W. Crosby; “Estimating
aboriginal American population: An Appraisal of Techniques, with a new hemispheric estimate” (1966), and Their
Number Become Thinned: Native American Population Dynamics in Eastern North America (1983) by Henry F.
Dobyns.
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personal experiences with illness.52 This, of course, could be attributed to the “limitations
of surviving sources, particularly the paucity of early materials written by American
Indians,” however, one can also argue that this was a neglect by the early American
writers who wished neither to see nor to document the suffering or the survival of a
Native person since that might trigger a sense of association with, sympathy for, or
responsibility towards those who were considered vanishing savages and inferior beings
(Jones Rationalizing Epidemics 12).53 With the intention of starting to fill in this gap in
the stories of Native illness and survival, this chapter analyzes the personal narrative of
William Apess, a Native American who used his autobiography to put a face—even if it
was just one—to the thousands of faceless Native people who were deemed dead or
dying and vanishing.
William Apess (a Pequod) was born in Colrain, Massachusetts in 1798 to a
mixed-race father named William, and to a Pequod mother named Candace who is a
descendant of King Philip. When Apess was two years old, his parents separated, and he
was put under the care of his grandparents. At the age of four, he became an indentured
servant to the Furmans, a white Christian family. The Furmans provided Apess with
school education and introduced him to Christianity. After moving between different
In “Quality of Life: Native Communities Within and Beyond the Bounds of Colonial Institutions in California,”
Kathleen L. Hull argues that in order to determine how the public understood colonial-era Native people’s mortality, it
is crucial to focus on the “the quality of life [and] strategies for community survival” instead of focusing on the
“suffering of individuals [or] the number of survivors of introduced fatal diseases” (244). Although I agree with Hull
on the importance of looking at communities, I still believe that studying individual cases and moving beyond what
white writers documented would be crucial to understanding the personal coping mechanisms and also crucial for
eliciting sympathy.
53 According to Margo Lukens, Native people during the seventeenth century learned and used the English language
mainly to negotiate with the colonists. Even in the eighteenth-century, the short Autobiographical Narrative of the
Mohegan preacher, Samson Occom, which was published in 1768, did not include any details about going through
illness. Occom mainly uses his narrative to reflect the everyday injustices that a Native Christian preacher faces
because of his “Indianness”. As Joanna Brooks notes, “the autobiographical narrative reveals more about the
constraints within which Occom worked—his white audiences’ prejudicial preconceptions of ‘Indianness’—than it
does about his own sense of self as a Christian Indian” (Occom and Brooks 43). Although in later sermons Occom
blames the Europeans for introducing “alcohol, sexual promiscuity, usury, slavery, and profanity to North America,” he
does not provide accounts of individuals facing diseases (164).
52
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families, Apess joined the army and served in the war of 1812. Upon his return in 1815,
he tried different jobs and finally settled on what he mostly liked to do, namely preaching
at the Methodist Church. Despite his attempts, and largely due to racial prejudice, Apess
was not granted a license to preach until 1827. Two years later, Apess published A Son of
the Forest, the first autobiography written by a Native American, and he soon developed
a reputation as a popular preacher and author. Other works followed, including The
Experiences of Five Christian Indians of the Pequot Tribe (1833), and The Indian
Nullification of the Unconstitutional Laws of Massachusetts Relative to the Mashpee
Tribe; or, the Pretended Riot Explained (1835) which was published after his
participation in the Mashpee Revolt in 1833. Finally, Apess published Eulogy on King
Philip (1836) which was addressed at the Odeon in Boston and is considered “one of the
most powerful and radical public pronouncements in a golden age of American oratory”
(Gura 108).
In his autobiography, Apess takes the reader on a journey to explore what life was
like for a Native American who practiced Christianity and who modeled the supposedly
civilized behavior prescribed by whites. Apess starts his narrative with his struggles
under the care of abusive grandparents from whom he was taken at the age of six to be
indentured to white masters. After his escape from servitude, he describes his enlistment
during the War of 1812, recounts his sincere and gratifying conversion to Methodism,
and concludes with the bitter reality of racism facing the Native Americans during the
Nineteenth century. In writing his autobiography, Apess employs popular Euro-American
narrative techniques adopted from the conversion narrative, the captivity narrative, and
sentimental fiction. This chapter continues the work of Hillary Wyss, Laura Mielke, and
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other scholars who focus on Apess’s manipulation of these rhetorical methods by looking
at the way that Apess used typical scenes from the captivity and sentimental narratives to
show the similarity between the Native and the white races both spiritually and
physically. During the first half of the Nineteenth century, the image of the strong healthy
irredeemable Indian savage, created and indoctrinated by the captivity narrative, was still
popular. However, there was a rise in a sympathetic view towards the Native people
generated by sentimental accounts mourning the vanishing of the Native race in the face
of diseases. These sentimental accounts, though, were still based on stereotypes of Native
peoples as physically different from whites and as a race that clings to primitive medical
practices which make any attempt to save it futile. This chapter argues that Apess wanted
to interrupt this national discourse of inherent savagery and doomed destiny by
appropriating and manipulating typical scenes from the captivity genre and the
sentimental discourse, the two main genres responsible for creating the distorted image of
Native peoples and in guiding the policies against that race.54 By depicting Native
peoples as lacking in self-restraint, religion, civilization, sensitivity, and ability to
survive, these genres collaborated in supplementing the excuses for politicians as well as
community leaders to utilize or passively mourn the plight of the Native people.
This chapter is divided into three sections. Section one, “Combatting
Stereotypes,” argues that Apess chose to directly attack stereotypes that were used to
blame the Native peoples for the illnesses that claimed the lives of many of them. From
the early contact with the Europeans up until the middle of the Nineteenth century, these
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In The Land Before Her: Fantasy and Experience of the American Frontiers, 1630-1860, Annette Kolodny points out
that, “Whether by men or by women, the narratives composed by Puritans rescued or ransomed from Indians display
little understanding of or sympathy for the Indian… In fact, the depictions of the Indians in these narratives were
sometimes exploited as justifications for the genocidal tendencies of the Puritans” (28).
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stereotypes paved the way for blaming biology and sociology for the vanishing of the
“savage Indian.” These stereotypes—the assembly of myths, bigotries,
misrepresentations, and falsehoods— not only absolved the whites of any guilt but also
allowed them to view themselves as charitable for trying to “save” the Native people
from their destructive ways of life. Apess attacks these stereotypes throughout his
narrative to force his readers to rethink those allegations and the vanishing of his people.
Section two, “Captive,” argues that Apess turned the scene of his enlistment into a
captivity narrative. Aware of how that genre created hatred toward Native peoples and
popular ideas of their savagery, Apess cleverly used the same genre to destabilize its
essential claims. The last section, “Sacred Illness Time in A Son of the Forest,” focuses
on how Apess depicted his and his family’s experiences with illness over the course of
his life. Depicting the experience of illness was a common trope in sentimental writing
that was used to reflect piety and elicit sympathy for Christian white characters. To
reflect the humanity and spirituality of Native people and to expose the hypocritical
sympathy of whites, Apess uses the same trope by recording not only his own experience
with illness but also that of his wife Mary and his cousin Sally. I argue that Apess
registered these different experiences to show how whites’ perception of Native peoples’
illnesses generated an unsympathetic reaction towards those Natives, thus participating in
the tragic loss of thousands of humans.
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3.2 A Son of the Forest: Combatting Native American Stereotypes
By the early Nineteenth century, many white Americans believed in the inevitable
vanishing of the Native people. While some considered this “vanishing” unfortunate, others
regarded it as a Providential confirmation to the right of whites in the land. But what both
parties seem to agree on is that the tremendous decrease in the Native peoples’ numbers is
primarily due to susceptibility to diseases resulting mainly from Native peoples’ way of
life.55 This “way of life” usually refers to common stereotypes about Native peoples that
remained the same since the first years of contact. As Gordon Sayre notes, “representation
of the manners and customs of the Indian remains rigidly the same, even if it lags behind
reality…The popular myths about Indians found in early colonial texts are… still
pervasive” (123). This section examines Apess’s identification of these stereotypes and his
attempts to combat them in his narrative. Apess incorporates his childhood experiences
with his life knowledge to discuss why traits such as inherent savagery, lack in family
bonds, and lack in self-restraint came to be associated with the Native people and used to
blame them for their own mortality. Remarkably, the conclusions that Apess presented in
1829 were confirmed two centuries later by a group of researchers who determined that it
was “overwork, destruction of resources and means of production, violence, enslavement,
misunderstood or concocted narratives, erasure of indigenous identity, disruption of social
nurturing, and the break up and dispersal of communities” that were the main factors in the
high mortality among Native peoples and not some inherent lacks in Native biology as
whites claim (Cameron, Kelton and Swedlund 4).

According to Jefferson (1785), ‘“spirituous liquors, the small-pox, war, and an abridgement of territory to a people
who lived principally on the spontaneous productions of nature’ were scripture to believers in the Vanishing American”
(Dippie 34).
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Published in 1829, A Son of the Forest: The Experience of William Apes, A Native
of the Forest. Comprising a Notice of the Pequod Tribe of Indians is “considered the first
bona fide Native American autobiography” (Gura 44).56 It is the only available record of
his life .57 Apess starts his autobiography by stating his origin and genealogy, a move that
A. Lavonne Brown Ruoff and Jerry Ward believe is replicated in slave narratives and
done as an attempt to establish credibility and humanity. Ruoff and Ward state that, “The
task of achieving credibility for their personal narratives was as formidable to American
Indians as it was to former slaves…, the narrators had to convince their readers that they
were members of the human race whose experiences were legitimate subjects of
autobiography and whose accounts of these experiences were accurate” (252). This move
established his credibility and humanity and, most importantly, challenged the negative
perception of Native peoples as lacking fundamental human virtues and values. Apess,
like any of his white counterparts, is proud of his heritage. To establish the image of love
and family, Apess presents to the readers a scene from his childhood in which he is
sitting on the lap of his grandmother listening to stories about his ancestors. Apess
proudly describes himself as the grandson of a Native woman and a white man. His father
“joined the tribe to which he was connected maternally [and later] married a female of
the tribe, in whose veins, not a single drop of the white man’s blood had ever flowed” (9).
Apess makes it clear that although his father was a white man, he chose to be a Native

For information on the publication and reception of the narrative see Philip Gura’s The Life of William Apess,
Pequot. Unlike the majority of scholars who study A Son of the Forest, I use the 1829 edition instead of the revised
edition of 1831 because it better serves my project since it contains the scene that describes Mary’s experience of
illness during Apess’s travel around Hudson, New York. This scene is crucial to my argument regarding white
Americans’ views on Native people’s illnesses. Philip Gura, too, finds the omission of this scene “confusing” since it
provides further evidence of “white society's prejudice against Native Americans and people of color generally” (48).
57 In their collections of Apess’s works, both Philip Gura and Barry O’Connell depend on A Son of the Forest (1829
and 1831 editions) and The Experiences of Five Christian Indians of the Pequod Tribe as the main sources of
information about Apess. A few other details, such as the names of his parents and offspring, and date and location of
Apess’s death, were obtained from other scarce records.
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out of love for and affiliation with his Pequot family. In The Experiences of Five
Christian Indians of the Pequod Tribe, Apess indicates how his father chose even to
follow the Native people’s way of life, “My parents were of the same disposition of the
Indians—that is, to wander to and fro. And although my father was partly white, yet he
had so much of the native blood, that he fashioned after them in travelling from river to
river, and from mountain to mountain, and plain to plain, on their journey” (4).
According to Apess, this preference shows that his father’s emotional ties with the Native
people were stronger than those he had with the Christian whites.58
To further demonstrate Native peoples’ reverence of family bonds and to refute
the idea that they are lacking in familial love, Apess describes himself as a descendant of
a royal family that extends all the way to King Philip or Metacom. King Philip was “the
Wampanoag sachem (or leader) who in June 1675 precipitated the conflict
that…destroyed half of New England’s towns, decimated its population, and left the
region’s economy all but ruined” (Chapman and Hendler 112). Philip’s role in the killing
of many “innocent” settlers made him disliked by most whites, as Kim McQuaid states,
“Of all the famous Indians then known in the nation’s history, few had a worse reputation
than King Philip” (623). This indicates that Apess did not connect himself to King Philip
to achieve instant fame—or notoriety; his goal was to pave the way for the main purpose
of his narrative, namely, refuting stereotypes and re-viewing history.59 By mentioning

Apess mentions in his narrative that his father’s family were Christians, “those by my father’s side were Christians,
lived and died happy in God” (12).
59 A Son of the Forest is Apess’s first attempt to examine the history that the whites wrote about his Native race. Apess
provides a number of appendixes at the end of his narrative to prompt his readers to think of the harsh treatment and
injustices that the Native people are put through. In 1836, however, Apess delivers Eulogy to King Philip which “offers
a powerful challenge to Anglo- American accounts of colonial New England history and concludes with a broader
commentary on the treatment of Native peoples from the colonial era to the present time” (Zuck 1). In Eulogy, Apess
criticizes the reductionist history that whites populated to justify the treatment of Native people and to portray King
Philip as a blood-thirsty savage. Apess provides a much extensive history about the events that led to King Philip’s
War. He compares King Philip to General Washington as they both fought for the rights of their people.
58
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King Philip’s name, Apess is deliberately reminding the whites of the war of 1675 and of
the captivity narratives that were written after the war and continued to be published and
widely read well into the Nineteenth century. As Derounian-Stodola and Levernier note,
“From the late seventeenth through to the end of the nineteenthcenturies, captivity
narratives about hundreds of captives among every major American Indian tribe were
published, distributed, and read in virtually all sections of the country” and that these
narratives shared “one thing: they were immensely, even phenomenally, popular” (10).
The unsympathetic relationship among Native families was popularized in
captivity narratives which were most influential in spreading the stereotypical image of
the Native people mainly because they were read as authentic accounts. June Namias
notes that some of the captivity narratives are “verifiable through travelers’ accounts,
colonial records, diaries, sermons, newspapers, and military and court records… [while
others are] hopelessly clouded by folklore, exaggeration, and a lack of testimony from
their Indian captors. [Yet] most accounts (at least until the late eighteenth century) were
read as real responses to real situations” (8-9). An example of the weak bonds among
Native families can be found in Mary Rowlandson’s famous captivity narrative which is
arguably responsible for popularizing Native stereotypes particularly in the northeast.
Rowlandson’s Narrative of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson
became a bestseller when it was published in the Seventeenth century, and “maintained
its popularity throughout the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries” (Derounian
239).60 Rowlandson describes the lack of love between Native husbands and wives in a
scene where she invites her master and mistress for dinner. The perceived loveless
In “The Publication, Promotion, and Distribution of Mary Rowlandson’s Indian Captivity Narrative in the
Seventeenth Century,” Katheryn Zabelle Derounian states that Mary Rowlandson’s narrative was “One of the first
American best sellers with an estimated minimum sale of 1,000 in 1682” (239).
60
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relationship prevents them from even eating from the same plate: “the proud gossip,
because I served them both in one dish, would eat nothing, except one bit that he gave her
upon the point of his knife” (Rowlandson 25). Rowlandson’s and other captivity
narratives were quite influential in creating and indoctrinating the image of a Native
American that is lacking in many aspects such as family love, religion, and civilization.
Thus, by mentioning King Philip, Apess is paving the way for his attack on the
stereotypes, on the one-sided history, and—as “The Native Captive” section will show—
on the whole captivity narrative genre.
Apess refuses to believe that Native families separate due to some inherent
inability to love each other as whites claim. He, instead, provides what he considers to be
the real reasons behind the breaking up of many Native families: it was entirely the
impact of settler colonialism and its intrusion on and destruction of Native peoples’ ways
of life. So, after stating his origin and expressing pride in his ancestry, and after recalling
the picture of love on his grandmother’s lap, Apess shifts to the sad turn in his life story.
He mourns how at the age of three he lost the comfort of living with both parents and all
siblings. The Apess family, like many other Native families at the time, had to separate
because they were no longer able to provide for themselves. Losing the land of their
forefathers “where reposed the ashes of their sires” and having to depend on the meager
income of selling baskets to white settlers that was no longer enough to provide their
children with basic needs forced the family to separate. Apess notes, “My father and
mother made baskets which they would sell to the whites, or exchange for those articles
only, which were absolutely necessary to keep soul and body in a state of unity. Our fare
was of the poorest kind, and even of this we had not enough” (10). This inability to
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provide even what is absolutely necessary to remain alive forced Apess’s parents to leave
him along with his siblings with his maternal grandparents.
Instead of finding comfort in the new home, Apess faces another result of white
settlement and another stereotype that was used to justify the Native people’s death,
namely intemperance. By mentioning excessive drinking right after his description of his
families’ poverty and separation, Apess provides his opinion on the reasons behind his
grandparents’ intemperance. Their financial and social circumstances drove them both to
become heavy drinkers and, when intoxicated, they became abusive of their
grandchildren both verbally and physically. However, instead of judging them, Apess
blames the whites for putting his family into this miserable situation from which the only
escape they found was through intoxication. Resorting to alcohol under such dire
conditions, Apess argues, was not limited to the Native people. In the enlistment scene—
which will be discussed in “The Native Captive”—Apess describes the excessive
drinking he witnesses among the white soldiers during his service with the army. Thus, in
A Son of the Forest, Apess refuses the portrayal of intemperance as an exclusively Native
peoples’ problem; he argues that it is a common human problem that needs to be
addressed especially by whites since they are to blame for the introduction of the
destructive alcohol. Mark J. Miller argues that Apess used the Reformist Methodist
rhetoric of intemperance to explain the destruction that white people caused and to
“challenge earlier sectarian and popular nineteenth-century evangelic temperance
narratives’ association of intemperance and heathenism” (227-28). Miller also notes that
in the first four decades of the Nineteenth century, evangelical temperance tracts
attributed drunkenness to a ‘“brutish’ lack of bodily control associated with religious and
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cultural difference” (238). By explaining the reasons behind his family’s, his own, and
the white soldiers’ drinking, Apess dismisses the image of Native people as lacking in
bodily control that prevents them from resisting alcohol.
Furthermore, Apess uses the same calamity of family separation to debunk the
myth of the bloodthirsty savage. Apess argues that the degradation of Native women that
resulted from the separation of families was the real reason behind King Philip’s War.
Apess wanted his narrative to serve as a correction to the one-sided history that was
written by whites. So, by presenting the real reasons behind the war, Apess disputes the
image that defined Native peoples as war-loving blood-thirsty savages especially after the
war of 1675. On the first page of his autobiography, Apess tells his readers that “King
Philip” commanded the “peaceable and happy” Pequod Tribe that “lived in comparative
peace on the river Thames” [emphasis added] (7). Apess argues that the reasons that
drove King Philip—and other Native warriors—to wage wars and to commit deeds that
are described as savage were actually “treachery” and females’ dignity, not the thirst for
blood.61 The treachery of whites when they broke their treaties with the Native people
and took their lands provided the Native tribes with a legitimate reason to attack the
settlers. But it is the enslavement of Native American females that was the direct cause of
the war that was—ironically—criticized by white writers especially for its methods of
taking female captives.62 Apess wanted to draw the attention of his readers to the fact that
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Even Arnold Krupat who at the beginning of his book The Voice in the Margin: Native American Literature and the
Canon describes Son of The Forest as a “salvationist” text, concludes that “Apes’s conversion and his exhortation of
white and red to a Christian life is so much in the forefront of ASOF that his social criticism may tend to go unnoticed.
Yet…it is definitely there” [referring to Apess’s criticism of white treachery, enslavement of the Native women, and
introduction of alcohol] (176).
62 Pauline Strong points out that, “Although in numerical terms the captivity of English colonists among Indians pales
in comparison to the abduction, imprisonment, and enslavement of Indians by the English, and indeed, to the captivity
of Indians by Indians during the colonial period, only the relationship between the Indian Captor and the Colonial
Captive is highlighted in the captivity literature” (13).
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white people are not the only ones concerned about their wives and families; the Native
peoples are too.
Presenting rightful reasons for one of the most “savage” attacks on white settlers
served as a questioning of the stereotype of Native peoples’ inherent savagery. Apess
suffered the effect of a belief in his race’s inherent tendency to violence during his stay
with the Furmans who, he thought, considered him part of their family. Apess recalls the
incident when one of the servants at the Furmans’ house accused him of chasing her with
a knife and trying to kill her. Mr. Furman “came to the place where [Apess] was working
and began to whip [him] severely [saying] I will learn you, you Indian dog, how to chase
people with a knife.” Although Apess blames himself for the punishment because he has
not always told the truth, his recording of Mr. Furman’s words “Indian dog” reveals a
feeling beyond the sadness of being wrongly accused of and punished for a misdeed.
Those words indicate that no matter how good a child Apess might become, he will
always be regarded as an “Indian,” an Indian of the captivity narratives, no more than a
scalping savage.63
Apess questions these views of inherent characteristics through his discussion of
children’s behavior. He disagrees with the common view of his time that “infants feeling
as it were the operations of the Holy Spirit, or convictions, on their little minds, relative
to a future state” (16-7). Apess, instead, presents his own belief that “if proper and
constant means are used to impress upon their young and susceptible minds, sentiments
of truth, virtue, morality, and religion, and these efforts are sustained by a corresponding
O’Connell points out that Apess places the scene of the servant girl who accused him of chasing her with a knife
causing Mr. Furman to call Apess an “Indian dog” right after his expressions of love and appreciation towards the
Furmans because he wants to show how “even the kindest whites carry a deep conviction not only of Indians’
inferiority but of their irredeemable savagery. A dog may be trained, may become a better dog, but a dog he or she will
always be and, in any moment of irritation, the animal may bite, just as Indians may resort to the knife, with all its
associations with scalping” (Apess and O'Connell xlix).
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practice on the part of parents,” the outcome would be well-behaved children. Apess,
through his discussion of the effect of nurture rather than nature, challenges that way that
white Americans portrayed Native peoples and other races during the Nineteenth century.
Dippe notes that in the early Nineteenth century, many Americans believed that, “A
lower race could not be raised to the level of a higher one for the excellent reason that it
was not environment but biology that permanently separated the two” (84).
This section focused on Apess’s direct response to stereotypes about the Natives
People that impacted the discourse about Native illness. Apess, however, did not stop
there. In the following section, I discuss the way that Apess manipulated the captivity
narrative genre by portraying himself as a captive to white masters. I argue that his main
aim of switching the narrative expectations of captor/Indian - captive/white is to
destabilize the whole idea of racial stereotypes.

3.3 The Native Captive
Throughout A Son of the Forest, Apess recognizes the role of the captivity
narrative in producing and popularizing the image of the Native people as blood-thirsty
savages. In the scene of the berry-picking ladies, for example, Apess recounts a trip to the
woods which he took with the Furman family—the white family to whom he was
indentured as a child. During the trip, Apess noticed a group of women whose
“complexion was…as dark as that of the natives.” This image triggered in the mind of
this six-year-old child the horrific stories associated with Native peoples: “This
circumstance filled my mind with terror…By this time my imagination had pictured out a
tale of blood” (22). This tale of blood, as O’Connell and Wyss have noted, is a direct
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reference to captivity narratives that constantly portrayed Native peoples as savage
killers.64 Meghan Madden notes that “Authors of the narratives invested a fair amount of
attention to sentiment and sensationalism, particularly by creating graphic images for
readers of Native Americans killing young children…it is safe to say that the reports of
murdered children and cruelty to new mothers was used to embellish the savage stigma
placed on Native Americans” (19-20). Thus, this stress on and constant portrayal of a
cruel Native who craves the killing of vulnerable whites established in the minds of
whites—and as in Apess’s case, even of some Native people—that such savagery is an
inherent characteristic in all the Native race.
Recognizing the way that captivity narratives aim at fostering a sense of apathy
toward the Native peoples and preventing any sympathy for or identification with them,
Apess explains the effect such narratives had on him: “Notwithstanding my thoughts on
this matter, so completely was I weaned from the interests and affections of my brethren,
that a mere threat of being sent away among the indians into the dreary woods had a
much better effect in making me obedient…than any corporeal punishment” (21). This
arousing of alienation and animosity towards the Native peoples starts, according to
Apess, with calling the Native peoples “Indians.” For Apess, the term “Indians,” is
insulting and problematic, “a word imported for the special purpose of degrading us”
(23). Apess believes that his constant exposure to the captivity narratives that associated
the name “Indian” with acts of cruelty and savagery eventually fostered in him a sense of
Scholars such as Barry O’Connell and Hilary Wyss point out that Apess’s berry-picking scene is a proof of the
lasting and influential effect of the Indian captivity narratives whose popularity did not decrease despite the fact that the
threat of Native people had ceased years before Apess was writing. O’Connell notes that Apess’s “stark terror of a few
dark-skinned women gathering berries, though he was in the company of familiar adults, manifests how pervasive
remained the tales of savage Indians, killers and scalpers, in New England households…Such hostilities were in the
past, safely enough to be made the stuff of stories to thrill and to haunt children” (xlviii-xlix). Wyss, too, argues that
“the berry-picking episode evokes the drama and horror of captivity stories in which the cruelty of the Native is offset
by the innocence and fragility of the white victim” ("Captivity and Conversion: William Apess, Mary Jemison, and
Narratives of Racial Identity" 74).
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fear towards his own race: “It may be proper for me here to remark, that the great fear I
entertained of my brethren, was occasioned by the many stories I had heard of their
cruelty towards the whites” (23).65
Apess anticipated the work of many scholars, who have argued that the captivity
narrative influenced the way that Native peoples were perceived for centuries. Scholars
such as Christopher Castiglia, James Levenier, and Hennig Cohen examined the sources
on which Nineteenth-century writers based their perceptions of and decisions about the
Native inhabitants. David Sewell proves Apess’s point about the role of stories in
creating the image of Native peoples by showing how white captives were linguistically
victorious because they were able to create the images of their captors: “the captive
transforms a brute experience…into a narrative where the Indian is verbally created,
described, and judged, always subject to his former prisoner’s interpretation of events”
(Sewell 43). These “interpretation[s]” were based on what the Americans themselves
wanted to see, as Levenier and Cohan note, “Europeans knew little about Indians, and
what they did know was often based less on direct observation (which was, and remains,
distorted by perceptions) than on abstract formulations of philosophers, theologians, and
historians…The earliest captivity stories reflect these preconceptions and in turn were
used as evidence to confirm and hence to perpetuate them” (xv-xvi). Castiglia, on the
other hand, tackles the impact of those images on the cultivation of apathy towards the
Native people as he notes that “Asserting that innately bestial Indians were incapable of

O’Connell comments on the berry-picking incident: “by performing the revision at the end of the story, [Apess]
shows how the Euro-American ideology works through suppressing part of, and so inverting, the actual history” (l). In
“Captivity and Conversion” Wyss also notes that, “The narrator’s adult voice emphasizes the powerful effect of White
versions of Indianness on the child Apess, who fears and hates people of his own color and prefers to align himself with
White people. At the same time, his mock-captivity-narrative points to the role of fear and hysteria in vilifying Native
Americans, a role so powerful that it even turns Native Americans against themselves” (74).
65
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cultivating land, let alone cultures, captivity narratives seem to suggest that whites need
not feel guilty over the extermination of Indians and the appropriation of their land; in
fact, Anglo-America’s protective possession of ‘wild’ lands became a duty undertaken on
behalf of ‘civilization”’ (2). Gordon M. Sayre affirms Apess’s point pertaining to the
long-lasting and damaging effect of captivity narratives on how Native peoples were
perceived: “Captivity narratives are…a major vehicle for the representation of hostile,
foreign peoples. For more than three hundred years, Anglo-Americans have seen
American Indians through this genre, which presents racist and fear-mongering images of
savages threatening white settlers on the frontier” (Equiano, Rowlandson and Sayre 11).
Derounian-Stodola and Levernier point out that from the Seventeenth and until
the end of the Nineteenth centuries, captivity narratives were so “phenomenally” popular
that “captivity narratives about hundreds of captives among every major American Indian
tribe were published, distributed, and read in virtually all sections of the country” (10).
By mid-Eighteenth century and especially after the American Revolution, these
narratives shifted from being a record of a religious experience to becoming propaganda
against Native peoples; thus, titles such The Remarkable Adventure of Jackson Johonnet
(1793), The Narrative of the Tragical Death of Mr. Darius Barber… Inhumanely
Butchered by the Indians (1818), A Narrative of the Suffering of Massy Harbison from
Indian Barbarity… with an Infant at Her Breast (1825) became quite popular (31). Indian
captivity narratives were published in anthologies and as “broadsides or as filler material
in almanacs …[which] were ‘the supreme and only necessity’ in nearly every American
household” until after the Civil War (23). Captivity narratives on broadsides not only
reached distant places as they were sold by travelers for public display, but also,
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according to Derounian-Stodola and Levernier, they “helped justify the Indian wars and
unify public opinion” (24-5).
Apess knew this history and set his sights on resisting its bigoted ideas of
Indianness. His conviction of the captivity narrative’s role in creating a distorted image of
Native peoples, and his acknowledgement of its popularity among white readers,
prompted him to employ and revise this same genre in his autobiography. Apess wrote A
Son of the Forest to give another side to the picture of the Native American; he, as Barry
O’Connell argues, meant to subject “that whole complex of Euro-American ideological
language to … manipulation. The rhetoric of evangelical Christianity and of republican
rights and liberty he makes the ground for granting Native Americans equality,
subverting their conventional function of defining natives as pagans and savages who, at
best, might be convertible to minor status” (xxi).66 Building on this excellent scholarship,
I contend that there is a previously unseen captivity narrative within the pages of his
autobiography. Apess’s enlistment scene is a captivity scene in which he flips the terms
of captive/captor as white/Indian to shake the grounds upon which Native stereotypes of
savagery, intemperance, and heathenism were built. Apess, as I argued at the beginning
of this chapter, aimed to interrupt the discourse that was used to describe his Native race
and to justify their decline. Apess’s enlistment scene meets the roughly-put three parts of
a “typical” captivity narrative: separation, “liminal” phase, and restoration.67 In this
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Most scholars study A Son of the Forest as a conversion narrative and focus on the way that Apess used Methodism
and the ideals of Christianity to criticize whites’ treatment of the Native Americans. They also focus on the effect of
Methodism on his identity formation. On how Apess manipulated the conversion narrative by adopting both feminine
and masculine conversion processes, see Carolyne Haynes “‘A MARK FOR THEM ALL TO…HISS AT’ The
Formation of Methodist and Pequot Identity in the Conversion Narrative of William Apess” (1996). For a discussion of
the way that Apess’s conversion to Christianity did not entail a full “incorporat[ion] of the dominant’s ideas” as is
manifested through his continued attachment to the Native people and his criticism of the white people’s application of
justice, see “The Claiming of Christ: Native American Postcolonial Discourses” by Irene S. Vernon.
67 In The Insistence of the Indian, Susan Scheckel points out that, “While it is difficult to speak of a “typical” captivity
narrative, most do share a three-part structure. The narrative necessarily begins with an act of separation whereby the
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scene, Apess is separated from the white family that he was serving and is taken by the
army into a culture quite different from what he is used to. After tremendous trials, Apess
is restored to a peaceful world in which he finally establishes a sense of belonging.
The enlistment scene begins after Apess runs away from his master General
Williams and finds himself with neither family nor money: “I was…left entirely alone in
a strange city” (53). Soon, he “fell” with a company of recruiters for the American army
who “thought I would answer their purpose, but how to get me was the thing” (53). To
get Apess into the army, the soldiers lured him with alcohol, money, and a promise of
good company. During his service, he found himself surrounded by soldiers to whom
alcohol and blasphemy were part of everyday life. Apess, who describes himself as “a
child…entangled in their net” who resisted this “wicked” way of life for a while and tried
to effect change; yet, like many others before him, he started to lose strength (54). Scenes
of torture and lack of food and comfort pushed Apess to attempt to run away; yet he was
“arrested as a deserter” and brought back to be physically and psychologically tormented
by the officers. After the war ended, Apess, along with the other Native Americans who

captive is forcibly removed from his or her familiar world. This removal is followed by a “liminal” phase during which
the captive exists suspended between two worlds and belonging to neither: having left the security and familiar customs
of his or her own culture, the captive lives for a time among the captors according to their customs; yet to the extent
that the captive continues to envision the experience as captivity, he or she never fully belongs or locates self-identity
in this world. The final phase of captivity is reincorporation or restoration, whereby the captive returns to his or her
former world transformed by the captivity experience” (79).
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joined the army, were denied money, land, and citizenship.68 Apess was left penniless
and friendless until he found his way back to his Native people.69
While captivity narratives usually start with an attack by Native people on
peaceful, vulnerable whites, the story of Apess’s enlistment starts with a seduction of a
Native man by whites. Apess’s narrative manipulates the generic expectations of this
popular genre and writes a captivity scene in which the roles of captive/captor are
reversed as the strong white soldiers take the vulnerable Native youth as captive.
Derounian-Stodola suggests that a captivity narrative may include “any story with a
captor (usually from a minority group) and a captive (usually from a majority group),”
thus including “forms as the slave narrative, the spiritual autobiography, the providence
tale…, and the sentimental novel of seduction, as well as the Indian captivity narrative”
(Derounian-Stodola xi). Apess believes that he would have never enlisted in the army if it
weren’t for the drink that deluded him: “Now they began to talk to me, then treated me to
some spirits, and when that began to operate, they told me all about the war, and what a
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In Medicine Bags and Dog Tags: American Indian Veterans from Colonial Times to the Second Iraq War, Al Carroll
points out that Apess’s account of his enlistment in A Son of the Forest is, “The earliest written account we have from a
Native veteran of the U.S. army” (91). Although Carroll notes that during the war of 1812, the United States started
paying wages and pensions to Iroquois fighters, he does not disagree with Apess’s claim of being denied the “rights,
citizenship, and voting” promised to Native servicemen. Carroll wishes that scholars would give more attention to
Apess’s time as a soldier because, “every contradiction involved in Indians joining the military is evident” in Apess’s
narrative (91). Carroll bemoans the fact that, “up until the end of the twentieth century virtually all the written
documents on the subject [of Native veterans] were authored by the government or white philanthropists” (6).
69 My work expands on Wyss’s analysis of A Son of the Forest as a narrative that uses elements of the captivity
narrative to reflect Apess’s struggles under white masters who abused him physically and emotionally by selling his
indenture and forcing him to embrace Presbyterianism. For Wyss, Apess’s conversion to Methodism was the liberating
force that redeemed him from captivity. Wyss argues that “Apess's narrative occupies an ambiguous space between
captivity and conversion,” and that Apess “uses the language of captivity to characterize much of his life among the
white people who raised him. His use of the captivity narrative suggests his ambivalence toward his life before
Methodism, while the combined rhetoric of captivity and conversion insist on the complexities of his racial and
religious identity” ("Captivity and Conversion: William Apess, Mary Jemison, and Narratives of Racial Identity" 73).
While Wyss focuses mainly on the way that Apess ‘s indenture was sold repeatedly to different masters without his
consent, and on his struggle to embrace Methodism despite the objections of his white masters; I want to focus on his
other life event—his enlistment with the army—in which all the elements of captivity are present. From being
symbolically attacked by the enlistment officers to his return to “civilization” by returning to his own people in Quinty,
Apess fulfills Roy Harvey Pearce’s “classic pattern of the captivity” which includes “removal,’ hardships on the march
to Canada, adoption, or torture, or both, …resisting the temptations set forth by Romish priests [in Apess’s case, the
white soldiers], and eventual return” ("The Significances of the Captivity Narrative" 2).
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fine thing it was to be a soldier” (54). I believe that Apess sounds like his Native people
who were seduced with alcohol to give up their lands thus losing their way of life and
becoming captives in the now white man’s land.70 Reading through this captivity scene
will show that Apess portrays himself as a captive among the soldiers. By recording his
struggle with the army, Apess not only wished to draw attention to the fact that the
Native peoples did help the white Americans defeat their enemies—hence deserving of
the right to citizenship—, but also he wanted the white readers to reexamine the rhetoric
of savagery that dominated any reference to the Native peoples, especially as portrayed in
the captivity narratives. The captivity, as Barnett notes, “cast the Indian in a totally
unsympathetic role as gratuitous persecutor of whites, perpetrator of numberless
atrocious deeds which provoked pity for his victims’ suffering and admiration for their
endurance” (4).
Captivity narratives do not stop at portraying the Native population negatively;
they even paint a dark image of the landscape. In his enlistment scene, Apess, too, begins
his captivity with a journey to the closest place to hell that he could imagine. He
describes his first few days among the soldiers in Governor’s Island thusly, “Too much
liquor was dealt out to the soldiers, who got drunk very often. Indeed the island was like
a hell upon earth, in consequence of the wickedness of the soldiers” (54). Richard Slotkin
notes that, “The landscape of the captivity narratives had been described in abstractions
of darkness—a wilderness, a dungeon, a hell” (149). Levernier and Cohen also point out
that for many Puritan captives, the captivity resembles “the symbolic equivalent of a
journey into hell” (xviii). In the popular captivity narrative of Mary Rowlandson, for
James Axtell notes that, “Alcohol was introduced to the Indians as a gift, a companionable toast before trading or
politicking began in earnest. But it quickly became a staple of the trade itself when the Europeans saw that many
natives—though by no means all—acquired a large thirst for it” (cited in Thornton 65).
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example, she describes a celebration that she witnessed on the first week of her capture:
“Oh the roaring, and singing, and dancing, and yelling of those black creatures in the
night, which made the place a lively resemblance of hell” (Rowlandson 5) Instead of a
“hell” inhabited by Native people, Apess describes the hell he was marched through as
one inhabited by white captors.
Like all captives who think they have limited powers compared to their captors,
Apess, now sixteen, believed he had no choice but to follow the soldiers. Apess describes
himself as “a child” and measures his ability to resist the soldiers’ way of life against that
of older men who preceded him: “I have known sober men to enlist, who afterwards
became confirmed drunkards, and appear like fools upon earth. So it was among the
soldiers, and what should a child do, who was entangled in their net” (54). By describing
the difficult situation of the soldiers and showing how even some of the strongest
amongst them ended up “drunkards…like fools” Apess challenges the idea that
intemperance is a Native problem and reminds the whites that it is life troubles that push
many people, regardless of race, to drinking. The reader can recall the troubles that
Apess’s family, like many Native families, were put through and reexamine the charge of
inherent tendency to intemperance that is set against the Native race. Trapped in such a
difficult environment, Apess had to obey orders to keep himself alive.
Just like the way that white captives were abhorred by the heathenism of Indians,
so too was Apess while among the blasphemous soldiers: “I could not bear to hear sacred
things spoken of lightly, or the sacred name of God blasphemed” (54). In this scene, it is
no longer the “Indian heathenism” that is shocking to the reader; it is the white soldiers’
behavior that is abhorrent to the Native man. Unable to ignore such acts, Apess at first
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tried to convince the soldiers to give up their bad habits, but after a while, he lost his selfcontrol and “became almost as bad as any of them; could drink rum, play cards, and act
as wickedly as any of them” (55). But God, who is always merciful to the captives of the
captivity narratives, was also merciful to Apess: “I was at times tormented with the
thoughts of death, but God had mercy on me, and spared my life, and for this I feel
thankful to the present day” (55). Apess was agonized by the idea that he might lose the
faith that he had gained and eventually adapt to the ways of the soldiers. This fear of
losing one’s culture has always accompanied the captives, especially those who remained
for a long time with the “Indians”. 71
Apess uses this fear to reopen the issue of sliding back to “Indian ways” that has
haunted his life and those of most Christianized Natives—in the previous section, we
noted the incident with Mr. Furman when he described Apess as an “Indian dog.” Apess
wanted to assure the reader that during his association with the blasphemous soldiers, and
despite the difficulties and the temptations, he has remained faithful to God and to
Methodism. He responds to the readers who “are of opinion that if a person is once born
of the Spirit of God he can never fall away entirely,” and who “may pretend to say that I
had not been converted to the faith” that despite his actions, he never lost his conscience
that made it unbearable for him to “hear any order of Christians ridiculed” (55). The
captivity narrative “must always be the story of one who returned—one who resisted the
temptation to cross over, to change onto the ‘other’” and Apess, despite his weak

Linda Colley argues that early settlers wondered how “were they to preserve their Englishness now that their original
homeland was so distant, and other, very different and increasingly despised peoples were so perilously near? How
were they to guard against the wilderness changing and corrupting what they were in essence? The experience and even
the idea of captivity brought such insecurities quickly to the surface, because…it could lead to assimilation into Native
American societies, or into rival, Catholic empires” (150).
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moments, was eventually able to prevent himself from turning into the “Other”—the
white Other (Writing Indians 3).
In adherence to the common themes of the captivity narrative, Apess’s ordeal
during his captivity was not limited to spiritual trials. Just like white captives among the
“Indians,” Apess suffers numerous afflictions among his white captors. Cold, hunger,
humiliation, and torture were all part of Apess’s struggles during his enlistment.72 Apess
recalls that during the march to Canada, he suffered from extreme cold and hunger, “It
was now very cold, and we had nothing but straw to lay on. There was also a scarcity of
provisions, … when any thing was to be obtained the officers had always the preference,
and they, poor souls, always wanted the whole for themselves…… [E]xtreme
sufferings…were indescribable” (59). The situation was not improved after Apess’s
cohort joined the US army in Canada: “We were now cutting our way through a
wilderness, and were very often benumbed with the cold. Our sufferings now for the want
of food were extreme” (59-60). Derounian-Stodola and Levernier point out that dying
from starvation was an ever-present threat that faced the white captives stating, “A final
manifestation of physical victimization beyond torture and slavery concerned food
deprivation…[M]any captives had to face either eating what was to them culturally
unacceptable food or starving… food gathering was a continual activity and starvation an
ever-present possibility” (122-24). Apess recalls how he was offered “two dollars for a
little flour” but he would not have sold it not even for “fifty dollars” as his own
livelihood depended on it (60).
In Decennium Luctuosum, Cotton Mather summarizes the “captive’s lot” as: “Truly, the Dark places of NewEngland, where the Indians had their Unapproachable Kennels, were Habitations of cruelty; and no words can
Sufficiently describe the Cruelty undergone by our Captives in those Habitations. The Cold, and Heat, and Hunger, and
Weariness, and Mockings, and Scourgings, and Insolencies Endured by the Captives, would enough deserve the Name
of Cruelty; but there was this also added unto the rest, that they must ever now and then have their Friends made a
Sacrafice [sic] of Devils before their eyes” (cited in Barnett 5).
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Although Apess was initially enlisted as a drummer, he was later transferred to
the ranks without his consent. This new position demanded that Apess not only carried
heavy equipment during the army’s marches, but also made to serve as night watchman.
Apess comments, “This [transfer] I did not like; to carry a musket was too fatiguing, and
I had a positive objection to being placed on the guard, especially at night” (57).73 This
added physical strain of carrying a weight while marching in the cold for long distances
can also be compared to the stories of many captives who had to carry their small
children or wounded family members during captivity. Similar to white captives, Apess
was also subjected to unwarranted physical torture. He recalls that during a stay in
Canada, “One day the officer…got angry at me, and pricked my ear with the point of his
sword” (59).
In the conventional captivity narrative, physical calamities of the captives were
further intensified by psychological trials as unruly captives were constantly threatened
with death. Apess’s captivity was no exception. During Apess’s enlistment, he witnessed
the execution of soldiers accused of attempting to desert the army. Gura points out, mock
executions in the army during the War of 1812 were quite common. Deserters at the front
were “either summarily executed or brought to the brink of death and saved as a
frightening object lesson to themselves and others” (21). In the same way that the killing
of white captives is described as a ritual in captivity narratives, Apess, too, describes the
execution of soldiers as a kind of ceremony:
I saw the soldiers parade, and the condemned clothed in white with bibles in their
hands, come forward. The band then struck up the dead march, and the procession
moved with a mournful and measured tread to the place of execution, where the
poor creatures were compelled to kneel on their coffins, which were along side
According to Gura, “troops carried forty- to fifty-pound packs, and often on muddy roads and through swollen
streams in the frigid Adirondack winter” (22).
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their newly dug graves…[A] soldier went up and drew their caps over their
faces…An officer then advanced, and raised his handkerchief as a signal to the
platoon to prepare to fire…at a third signal the platoon fired, and the immortal
essence…in an instant was in the spirit-land. (56)
This whole emotional and traumatic experience was meant as a lesson for the other
soldiers; Apess recalls that: “To me this was an awful day—my heart seemed to leap into
my throat. Death never appeared so awful” (56-57).74 Thus, the ritual killing of whites by
“Indians” and the execution of soldiers can be seen as mirror actions as both were used to
threaten captives from running away.
When Apess was transferred from his position as a drummer and sent to the ranks,
he considered the contract that he signed with the army no longer valid. So, he left the
army, only to be arrested as a deserting soldier and brought back to the ranks heading to
battle. His failed attempt to run away brought him to the spotlight. Now the Native
captive, like the white captives who endured what Cotton Mather calls “Mockings, and
Scourgings, and Insolencies,” was “tormented” daily by the officers who threatened to
“make a fire in the woods, stick my skin full of splinters, and after having an Indian powwow over me, burn me to death” (58).75 For a Native American to be threatened by such
savage violence clearly switches the roles between the captive and the captor. Apess
positions himself in the vulnerable status of a captive among white, blasphemous,
merciless soldiers. As I argued, the idea behind this shift of roles was to allow white
readers to question the stereotypes and to avoid generalizing all Native peoples under the

In “Native to the Question,” Laura L. Mielke looks at this scene as an example of Apess’s use of “elements of
literary sentimentalism” as he “brings the reader into his own memories of suffering, prompting emotional response
through the ready expression of his own feelings” (""Native to the Question": William Apess, Black Hawk, and the
Sentimental Context of Early Native American Autobiography" 253). She argues that “Apess’s account of military
service during the War of 1812 consists primarily of his emotional responses to the spectacles of brutality, both within
and between the opposing armies” (""Native to the Question": William Apess, Black Hawk, and the Sentimental
Context of Early Native American Autobiography" 253).
75 From Cotton Mather’s Decennium Luctuosum, cited in Barnett (5).
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category of “savage.” In the same way that Apess argued that alcohol affects all people
regardless of race, he is now arguing the susceptibility of all people to act “savagely.”
After inverting the roles of captive-captor/ white-Native and establishing the
susceptibility of both races to do wrong, Apess aims to establish the spiritual similarity of
the two races. Just like white captives who viewed their captivities as tests from God, so
too Apess saw in his captivity a spiritual trial from God.76 Apess is thankful that for the
long period of his enlistment with the army, and despite the cold weather and the lack of
food, he remained healthy: “My health, through the goodness of God, was preserved,
notwithstanding many of the poor soldiers sickened and died. So fast did they go off, that
it appeared to me as if the plague was raging among them” (60-61). For Apess, this
preservation from sickness was a mercy from God; falling ill under these difficult
circumstances, and while in the company of those soldiers to whom blasphemy and
drinking was the common behavior, would have only added to Apess’s trials and limited
his chances of spiritual revival. Hence, for Apess, the fact that God kept him alive
throughout his military service to allow him the time to repent was a sign from God that
He was ready to forgive him. The loneliness that Apess experienced during his service
and his gratitude that his health was preserved also matches the feelings of white captives
who view their captivities as Divine trials. Like many of the captives that Apess might
have heard about, he felt that “All this time God was very good to me, as I had not a sick
day” (58).
After the war, and after being deprived of the bounty for being an “Indian,” Apess
wanted to lead a steady life. He tried employment in different towns, but his heavy

Alden T. Vaughan and Edward W. Clark note, “A redeemed captive usually saw his ordeal, and even the ordeal of
his loved ones, as punishment for his past sins or present impiety” (5)
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drinking frequently caused him to get into trouble and lose his job: “I was anxious…to
become steady…[but my] bad habits now overcome my good intentions. I was addicted
to drinking rum, and would sometimes get quite intoxicated” (67). This eventually
changed when Apess found work with a farmer in Quinty. Here, he felt at home because
“my brethren were all around me, and it therefore seemed like home” (69). Just like the
desire of white captives to go back to any Christian land where they can be with white
people, so too was Apess, the white’s captive, yearning to be with his brethren.77 Apess,
despite his previous limited and painful experience with other Native people, and despite
the defaming stereotypes that affected his knowledge of his people, found peace among
them. I argue that his enlistment served as an eye-opening journey for him as he realized
that Christianity could never be exclusively for whites, nor is savagery exclusively for
“Indians.”
Living among his Native brethren in Quinty opened his eyes to the pre-contact
lifestyle of Native peoples as they shared the bounties of nature and of their collective
labor. Apess recalls, “There appeared to be the utmost order and regularity in their
encampment and they held all things in common…My brethren appeared very cheerful
on account of its [spring’s] return, and enjoyed themselves in hunting, fishing, basket
making, &c.” (70-4). Apess’s stay with his people revealed to him the distorted history
that construed his race. Pearce highlights the effect of preconceptions on the way white
Americans viewed the Native people. He discusses the way that whites wanted to see the
Native only as a hunter,

J. Kucich reads Apess’s journey in A Son of the Forest and his return to his people as a healing journey, “the
narrative…recounts Apess’s efforts to overcome these diseases [of civilized life], not least of which is the psychic
dislocation from his ethnic and environmental identity” (16).
77John
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Universally Americans could see the Indian only as hunter. That his culture,…,
was as much agrarian as hunting, they simply could not see. They forgot too, if
they had ever known, that many of their own farming methods had been taken
over directly from the Indians... One can say only that their intellectual and
cultural traditions, their idea of order, so informed their thoughts and their actions
that they could see and conceive of nothing but the Indian who hunted. (Savagism
and Civilization 66)
Just like their refusal to admit that the Native people are the source of many agricultural
methods that they adopted; the whites were also unwilling to see anything but the savage
Native.
Apess’s enlistment journey matches the “most compelling pattern” of the
captivity narratives that Richard VanDerBeets refers to,
The most compelling pattern in the captivity narratives…is that of the Archetypal
Hero, who engages in an archetypal journey of initiation, a variation of the
fundamental of the Death-Rebirth archetype. This archetype is manifested in the
captivity pattern of Separation (isolation from one’s culture and symbolic death),
Transformation (a series of excruciating ordeals in passing from ignorance to
knowledge and maturity, accompanied by ritualized adoption into a new culture),
and Return (symbolic rebirth with a sense of moral or spiritual gain). (x)
Apess’s archetypal journey of initiation starts with getting separated (or taken captive)
from the homes of devout Christians where he was indentured and in which blasphemy
and intemperance were never tolerated. Apess finds himself in a new culture among the
soldiers where he is tried not only physically through cold, hunger, and abuse, but also
spiritually through the temptations to “drink rum and play cards” which eventually led to
taking “the name of the Lord in vain” (58). During his captivity journey, Apess learns
that all the stereotypes about Native peoples that he was induced to believe were mostly
interpretations provided by whites; stereotypes based on one-sided stories aiming to
portray the Native people as innately blood-thirsty savages. Captivity among white
soldiers opened Apess’s eyes to the common vulnerabilities that white and Native races
147

share. His anticipated “Return” to his Native people and to God caused him to mature not
only spiritually and politically, but also in his practical life. With his return, Apess fulfils
the archetypal journey of captivity.
Throughout this section we analyzed the way that Apess used the main
characteristics and tropes of the captivity narrative to chronicle his own experience. By
presenting himself, a Native American, as a captive to white captors, Apess reversed the
generic expectations of the captivity narrative and questioned all the stereotypes around
which it is set. Savagery, intemperance, and heathenism no longer characterize one race.
Apess, in this section and the following one, wanted to prove that the Native people are
as human as whites and as deserving of sympathy as any white sufferer.

3.4 Sacred Illness Time in A Son of the Forest
Sentimental scenes depicting the death or mourning of children or loved ones,
betrayal, imprisonment, injustice, or conversion filled the pages of early fictional and
nonfictional American writing. Scenes of such common affliction were meant to arouse
the sympathy of readers and create a sense of unity in a community that was not bound
by familial ties. From the Seventeenth century, Puritans used scripture to encourage
“readers and listeners to sympathize with the joys and sorrows of citizens and saints” and
turned “sympathy into a sign of membership: the experience and expression of mutual
affections helped determine who belonged with whom. Sympathy thus became both an
obligation and a mark of identity” (Van Engen 3). Sympathy grew more popular in the
Eighteenth and Nineteenth centuries as moral philosophers inspired leaders like Thomas
Jefferson and Benjamin Rush to find in “natural sympathy” a solution to overcome
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divisions amongst people who possess “shared moral values” thus providing “a sense of
national identity” (Boudreau 5, 22).
While the sentimental rhetoric promoted sympathy among whites on the basis of
similarity, the sympathy it promoted for Native people is one that is based on difference.
As Mielke notes, “In numerous texts—from ethnographic literature to historical
romances—sentimental language and situations encouraged Euro-American readers to
sympathize with Native Americans,” yet this sympathy “underscored an absolute
physical and cultural difference between Euro- and Native Americans” (“‘Native to the
Question’” 248). The sympathy for Native peoples differs so much that the scholar Laura
Stevens calls it “pity” as she points out that Eighteenth century missionaries such as
Gideon Hawley, David Brainerd, and Eleazar Wheelock employed the sentimental
rhetoric in creating the image of the “poor Indian” to gain the “pity” of and to motivate
the English readers to donate money to “save the Indian.” This image, Stevens notes,
depicts the “poor Indian” as one who is lacking on multiple levels such as, “material
need,…civilization” and who suffers “spiritual impoverishment” (9).78 Thus, while the
sentimental rhetoric helped the English on both sides of the Atlantic bond through “a
sense of individual emotional affiliation in a vast national endeavor,” the trope of the
“poor Indian” which “dominated the entire body of missionary writings” led to the
invention of “the dying Indians” whose deaths were “the by-products … of depraved
indigenous practices” (9, 139).
In “The Poor Indian”: Native Americans in Eighteenth-Century Missionary Writings, Laura Marie Stevens examines
the impact of the image of “the poor Indian” on British and American cultural perception of the Native people. Steven
points out that she uses the term “missionary writing” loosely to refer not only to journals, reports, and letters of
ministers who were in direct contact with the Native Americans, but also to written materials produced by those who
were trying to raise money and arouse emotions for the cause of Christianizing the “poor Indian”. Stevens divides her
material into three groups: first, texts related to The President and Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in New
England. Second, texts produced by the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts. Third, various texts
that describe missionary efforts emerging from the evangelical revivals of the mid-eighteenth century (12-14).
78
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Another “lack” that characterized writings about Native peoples since the early
contact and that undoubtedly impacted any sense of sympathy towards them is the lack of
feeling pain. Morris notes, “Indians, it was claimed, were inherently insensitive to pain.
Pain thus helped support the practice of suppression and genocide, since pain-free
enemies made an especially terrifying prospect to settlers and soldiers” (39). This image
of the strong Native man who is “capable of enduring far more bodily privation and pain,
than civilized people can” instigated an image of a creature that is neither as sensitive nor
as human as a white man (Catlin, cited in Jones Rationalizing Epidemics Meanings and
Uses of American Indian Mortality since 1600 83). The fear of facing these creatures was
alleviated when some tribes suffered fatal epidemics. This prompted the early European
immigrants to celebrate the deaths of Native people as God’s way of punishing the
heathen and helping the “righteous Christians” in their endeavor. In 1629, for example,
John Winthrop stated that “God hathe consumed the natives with a miraculous plague,
whereby a great parte of the Country is left voyde of Inhabitantes” (cited in Jones 28).
Russell Thornton comments that, “Given the tremendous destruction of eastern American
Indians during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, one might suppose that the
colonists viewed it with some alarm or guilt... On the contrary, the 200-year American
Indian depopulation was often considered a blessed event by colonists… They even
thought it the work of their God” (75).
The idea of illness as a Providential punishment took on secular interpretations by
the beginning of the Nineteenth century. As was pointed out in the introduction,
alcoholism and ‘unhealthy’ sexual behaviors contributed, according to American writers,
to the Native people’s susceptibility to fatal illnesses. Native American tribes’ clinging to
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their own ways of life was also believed to heighten the mortality rate among them. Jones
summarizes some writers’ references to these practices as,
The colonists…described a series of American Indian behaviors that they
considered dangerous. Winslow noted that the Wampanoag exposed themselves
by visiting people who were “dangerously sick” in their homes”… Winslow
criticized Massasoit’s pawwaws, who made “such a hellish noise, as it
distempered us that were well, and therefore unlike to ease him that was sick.”
Mayhew accepted that the pawwaws might once have been effective, but “since
the Word of God hath been taught unto them in this place, the Pawwaws have
been much foiled in their devillish tasks, and that instead of curing have rather
killed many.” Josselyn attributed syphilis to Indian cannibalism. Such victim
blaming has always remained popular among observers of American Indian
epidemics. (41)
Consequently, both Divine and secular interpretations of the numerous fatal
diseases that took the lives of many Native Americans allowed the whites to see
themselves as innocent witnesses to the tragedy. By the beginning of the Nineteenth
century, “a fully-rounded version of the Vanishing American won public
acceptance…Indians were doomed to ‘utter extinction’” (Dippie 10). Even those like
Jefferson, who believed that “nature hath implanted in our breasts a love of others, a
sense of duty to them, a moral instinct, in short, which prompts us irresistibly to feel and
to succor their distress,” sympathized with the Native people, yet acted on a conviction of
the futility of any attempt to save them (cited in Luciano 27). The whites’ denial of any
wrongdoing and their self-confidence in their inherent goodness prompted Apess to open
a conversation about illness. By recording their struggles with illness, Apess hoped to
give voice to his suffering people and to let the whites hear and hopefully feel the
humanity of the Native race. Illness, Apess aimed to prove, was not a punishment for his
people as many whites portrayed it; it was just a test from a Higher Being and a logical
result of white’s continuous abuse.
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The biased depiction of ailing people in white authors’ sentimental writings
prompted Apess to use the same trope of illness to reflect the hypocrisy of white
sympathy and to continue his refutation of the stereotypes that were used to justify the
Native people’s mortality. Jane Tompkins notes that “a novel’s impact [or any writing’s I
would argue] on the culture at large depends not on its escape from the formulaic and
derivative, but on its tapping into a storehouse of commonly held assumptions,
reproducing what is already there in a typical and familiar form” (xvi). Thus, to ensure a
popularity for his autobiography and a sympathy for his characters, Apess uses writing
techniques and styles similar to those used by the dominant culture and depicts the
stereotypical ailing figure that was quite popular in the narratives of his time, both in
fiction and nonfiction. As we discussed in chapter two, affliction, including illness, is not
only used to generate sympathy, but also to reflect the morality of the afflicted.
In A Son of the Forest, Apess uses the illness experience to reflect the humanity,
vulnerability, individuality, and spirituality of the Native people. Throughout the
narrative, Apess registers many encounters with illness, both of himself and of those
related to him. He describes these trying moments in details and records the reactions of
the white people to the afflictions of ailing Native people. I argue that Apess’s focus on
illness is meant to serve three main purposes. First, Apess uses illness to show that Native
peoples, like other humans, are prone to getting ill and are able to survive their illnesses.
Throughout the centuries of contact, descriptions of Native peoples shifted dramatically
from the image of the amazingly healthy Native of the Sixteenth century to the vanishing
Native of the Eighteenth century forward. Second, Apess wants to individualize the
experience of illness, thus allowing sympathy towards the Native peoples. Instead of the
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feeling of helplessness generated through the massive number of the perished Native
peoples recorded in historical documents, Apess offers his readers an interaction with an
ailing Native American. Third, Apess hopes to prove that Native people, contrary to the
common stereotype of affinity with the devil and adherence to heathenism, do form
strong attachments to the sacred and do have a vital spirituality. Like white Christians,
Native peoples perceive of illness as a test from a Higher Being or God. During the
period of Apess’s life, white Christians were still doubtful of the conversion of many
Native people. Christian Native Americans were always suspected of sliding back to their
old “heathenish practices.”
The first encounter with illness that Apess registers is meant to blame the whites
for introducing the main cause of Native peoples’ health decline—namely, alcohol—and
to prove the Native peoples’ ability to survive under the right care. When Apess was four
years old—a period that shifted suddenly for him from the happiness of living with
parents and siblings to the misery of living with his alcoholic grandparents—his
grandmother came home drunk one day and started to scold and “to beat [him]
shamefully with a club.” Apess—even as he was writing his narrative almost twenty-five
years later—was not quite sure what triggered that abuse, “the reason of her doing so I
never could tell.” He only remembers that she kept asking him if he “hated her” and he,
not knowing what the word “hate” meant, kept answering “innocently…yes” (11). Apess
would have lost his life in that incident were it not for his uncle who intervened and
rescued him. Having no means of living himself, the uncle took Apess to “the selectmen
of the town” who placed him in the charge of the Furmans, a white Christian family. Due
to Apess’ injuries, “[t]he surgeon was sent for, who called in another doctor” and it took
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them “four or five days” to set Apess’ broken arm (13). Although this incident is an
interaction with pain rather than illness, it is still crucial to this chapter because it reflects
the way that Native children’s suffering was perceived. Also, taking Apess’s age and
overall physical weakness at the time, going through a five-day operation could have
caused actual ailments and the survival of a child after such a near death experience
proves the persistence of the Native peoples especially under proper care.
Before allowing his white readers to judge his grandmother—or any other Native
person—as “savage creatures,” Apess states that “I attribute it [the abuse resulting from
intemperance] in part to the whites, because they introduced among my countrymen
ardent spirits; seduced them into a love for it, and when under its baleful influence,
wronged them out of their lawful possessions…and not only so, but they committed
violence of the most revolting and basest kind upon the persons of the female portion of
the tribe” (15). Thus, the “savagery,” which whites might have been inclined to attribute
to the grandmother and which frequently accompanied the description of Native peoples,
Apess attributes to the rage resulting from whites’ destruction of family and economy.
This “seduction” to alcohol was made clear through Apess’s description of his
grandparents’ daily struggles. Not only did Apess’s parents leave their elderly parents,
but they also charged them with the care of five children. Extreme poverty dominated
their life; everyone was cold and hungry all the time: “We were always happy to get a
cold potatoe for our dinner, and many a night have we gone supperless to rest, if
stretching our wearied limbs on a bundle of straw without any covering against the
weather, maybe called rest” (10). This emotional and economic distress, Apess hoped to
show, pushed those poor elders to resort to alcohol, thus contributing more misery to their
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lives. It was the frustration that Apess describes and the “scores of years of pent-up rage
from hearing others direct the word [hate] at her” that were the drivers of that physical
abuse (Gura 9).79
Apess, aware of the stereotypes about Native peoples’ insensitivity to pain,
addresses the reader directly, “you know my dear reader, from what I have related,…my
situation must have been very dreadful” (13).80 Apess feels the need to stop to remind the
readers that he was actually in pain before he resumes his story, “I was afterwards told
that during the painful operation I never murmured” (14). However, before allowing the
reader to ponder on this small Native child’s exceptional endurance of such excruciating
pain, Apess provides the true reason behind his silent bearing of that pain. He attributes it
to the improvement in his situation in terms of sufficient food, warmth, and care provided
by the Furmans. So, the Native child was not insensitive to pain, he was just returning the
kindness of the Furmans physically through hiding his own pain. This misinterpretation
of Apess’ silence mirrors his misinterpretation of his grandmother’s question. Apess
compares the abuse that resulted from his miscomprehension of his grandmother to the
abuse that his Native race was put through because of the whites’ miscomprehension of
Native peoples’ actions.81 Native silence in the face of illness and pain was not due to
lack of sensitivity; it was part of their own human kindness.82 Indeed, in this short scene,

In Writing Indian Nations, Maureen Konkle notes that, “Apess attributes his grandmother’s despair and violence to
whites’ actions and offers a concise assessment of the relation between political oppression and the psychology of the
colonized” (109).
80 Louise K. Barnett states that Indian stoicism, a “characteristic common to all stereotypes [of good and bad Indians],
ranges from a habitual failure to register facial expression to control over all forms of physical reaction during moments
of intense stress” (76).
81 In Missionary Conquest, Tinker presents multiple examples of possible miscommunication between missionaries and
Native Americans that caused tremendous harm to the Native tribes. Tinker states that, “acts of misinterpretation lay
the foundation for cultural genocide” which he defines as “the effective destruction of a people by systematically or
systemically (intentionally or unintentionally in order to achieve other goals) destroying, eroding, or undermining the
integrity of the culture and system of values that defines a people and gives them life” (14, 6).
82 In Eulogy on King Philip, Apess presents many accounts in which the Native people returned the colonists’ abuse
with kindness. Apess explains how “injuries upon injuries, and the most daring robberies and barbarous deeds of death
79
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Apess was able to show that the Native people can survive illnesses if they were granted
the right care; they are not insensitive to pain, and they are not inherently inclined to
intemperance and savagery as these are undoubtedly the results of whites’ treatment and
abuse.
After Apess regained his health, he worked as a servant for the Furman family
from whom he received kind treatment and school education. Despite Apess’ love for the
Furmans and his good behavior, he never managed to escape the stereotypes that
characterized his race. As Apess attended church with the Furmans and learned to respect
the services, he became so influenced by the word of God and the idea of Heaven and
Hell that his “spirits were depressed” and, in church, he “often wept sorely before the
Lord and his people” (26). However, the dominating doubt among the whites about the
conversion of the Native people left Apess’ caregivers and neighbors questioning the
physical symptoms that he was experiencing.83 Mr. Furman thought that Apess was only
using the church meetings as excuses to meet his friends, so he forbade him from
attending the meetings. This decision caused Apess, eight years old at the time, to suffer
“mental agony” (27).
During this same period, Mrs. Furman’s mother, who was so kind to Apess that
she allowed him to call her “mother,” passed away. Apess suffered emotionally: he was
doubted by loved ones, terrified at the sight of death, and grieved for losing the dear
woman. It was not long before Apess began to suffer a strange ailment that neither the

that were ever committed by the American Pilgrims, were with patience and resignation borne…without the shedding
of blood, or imprisoning any one” (W. Apess 9-11)
83 In “Seeing with Ezekiel’s Eyes: Indian ‘Resurrection’ in Transatlantic Colonial Writings,” Kristina Bross notes that
Cotton Mather disagreed with his predecessor John Eliot on the possibility of converting the Native people to
Christianity. Mather, Bross states, “calls American Indians ‘the veriest Ruines of Mankind,’ whose capacity for
Christian salvation was little better than that of beavers, those other native inhabitants of New England.” This belief,
Bross continues, “is a distressingly familiar-sounding articulation of America’s continuing settler racism” (57).
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family nor the physicians were familiar with: “Whenever I would try to lay down, it
would seem as if something was choking me to death, and if I attempted to sit up, the
wind would rise in my throat and nearly strangle me. I felt continually as if I was about
being suffocated” (28). This situation, Apess notes, caused great trouble in the family.
Finding no physical cause for such an ailment, and I would argue, the general perception
that Native peoples worshipped the devil and communicated with demons and spirits,
caused Mr. Furman to conclude that his beneficiary was relapsing to his natural
inclination which he inherited from his biological family.84 Apess notes, “One day Mr.
Furman thought he would frighten the disease out of me. Accordingly he told me that all
that ailed me was this—that the devil had taken complete possession of me, and that he
was determined to flog him out…After a while Mr. F. got up and gave me a dreadful
whipping. He really thought, I believe that the devil was in me” (28-29). Mr. Furman’s
reaction can be seen as a reflection of certain beliefs held at the time about Native
people’s connections with devils and bad spirits. Although he liked Apess, his affection
was not enough to change the way he perceived the little boy as a Native American. It did
not occur to Mr. Furman that Apess could suffer emotionally or physically because, as
many whites believed, Native peoples form no strong family attachments, and because
Apess, like the rest of his race, is incapable of feeling pain.
The way that Apess hid his pain during the agonizing operation of setting his
broken arm back helped confirm Mr. Furman’s beliefs regarding the Native peoples’
In America Bewitched: The Story of Witchcraft after Salem, Owen Davies notes that “[M]issionaries, explorers, and
settlers saw Native Americans, with their strange religions and medicine men, as the Devil’s agents, potent workers of
malign magic. They were pagan idolaters worshipping the Devil in the guise of their gods. According to Cotton Mather
their medicine men or ‘powaws’ were ‘horrid sorcerers, and hellish conjurers, and such as Conversed with Daemons’.
A century later the view remained pervasive. ‘The Devil’s kingdom now is spread, Where’er an Indian shews his
head’, ran a deeply racist broadside entitled The Indian’s Pedigree, published in 1794. Elsewhere in North America …
Europeans … too equated the practices of the medicine men with European Conceptions of diabolic witchcraft; they
were expressions of heathenism, and therefore a major hindrance to the spread of the gospel, in their view” (4-6).
84
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abnormal physical strength. Also, as Gura notes, “superstition that still reigned among
lower-class New Englanders” drove Mr. Furman to rely on “whipping” as the best cure
for Apess and his devil (15).85 The “dreadful whipping,” of course, did not bring about
the desired effect. Apess remained ill. The suffocation that he felt was later accompanied
by a strange, loud noise. Apess believed he was going to die despite his young age—just
as Mrs. Furman predicted—but “contrary to all expectations,” he later regained his health
(29). Mr. Furman consequently realized his mistake “like many others who act without
discretion” (29). By recording this encounter with illness, Apess showed the limit of
whites’ sympathy and the falsehood of beliefs about Native people.
Not simply documenting a life event, Apess is subtly using illness to warn the
whites about the consequences of their actions. Once Apess regained his health and once
his anxiety and fear of death that accompanied his mysterious illness waned, Apess
recalls, “I went astray, associated again with my old school fellows, and on some
occasions profaned the Sabbath day” (29). Apess explains how even at that young age,
illness created a special time for him, a sacred time that forced him to think of the
afterlife. However, as he regained his health and physical strength, his fear of death
dwindled. Apess pushed the Sabbath aside and began to chase his whims starting, as was
“fashionable” for boys of that day, with leaving home at the age of eleven (ibid). His
physical strength gave him the impression that he was capable of anything. So, Apess
believed what he was told by one of the boys who worked with him on the Furman’s
property. He believed that if he ran away, he would be able to provide for himself and
become a man, “Like a fool I concluded to make the experiment” (30).

Gura does not question Apess’s suffering from a certain illness; he believes that it was Apess’s “newfound fear of
death” that led him to interpret what could be mere “whooping cough or croup” as a mysterious condition (15).
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This reference to people’s vulnerability to follow their whims during the time of
health and strength is meant to warn the whites. Apess seems to compare the early
missionaries’ dedication to convert the Native peoples to Christianity despite the difficult
circumstances at the time with the outright removal policies of the Nineteenth century.86
During the first half of the Nineteenth century, white Americans used their physical
power to drive the Native inhabitants out of their lands. Apess explains in his narrative
that whites lost sight of their original mission of Christianizing the Native people and
followed their whims of obtaining money and land, “I am bold to aver that the minds of
the natives were turned against the gospel and soured towards the whites because some of
the missionaries have joined the unholy brethren in speculations to the advantage of
themselves, regardless of the rights, feelings and interest of the untutored sons of the
forest” (70).87 Apess is warning the whites not to be deceived by their current strength;
they should examine the source of their decisions during the times of health and power so
as not to be fooled like he was.88 Apess reminds the whites that his bad decision and his
inability to fight the devil’s temptations caused him to lose his safe and loving home.
Similarly, loss might be the fate of whites as well.
Apess was later sold to General William Williams, and during his service he
joined the Methodist Church and achieved conversion, “On the fifteenth day of March, in

According to Scheckel, “Even missionaries, who had been among the most adamant in their determination to ‘save’
Indians, began to share the widespread conviction that their disappearance was inevitable” (84). Dippie too points out
that “By the time of the Revolution, evangelical enthusiasm had waned, leaving unsettling doubts about the practicality
of efforts to improve the Indian by conversion or civilizing” (10).
87 For a detailed study of the missionaries’ role in the destruction of Native culture and the appropriation of Native
lands in the name of religion, see Missionary Conquest: The Gospel and Native American Cultural Genocide by
George E. Tinker.
88 In “Eulogy on King Philip”, Apess tackles the idea of power more directly when he states that, “Oh, thou pretended,
hypocritical Christian, whoever thou are, to say it was the design of God, that we should murder and slay one another,
because we have the power. Power was not given us to abuse each other, but a mere power delegated to us by the King
of heaven, a weapon of defense against error and evil; and when abused, it will turn to our destruction. Mark, then, the
history of nations throughout the world” (9).
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the year of our Lord, eighteen hundred and thirteen, I heard a voice…saying unto me,
Arise, thy sins which were many are all forgiven thee, go in peace and sin no more!”
(45). However, Apess’s joy of conversion was short-lived because the Williams’ noticed
that his new piety started to be “visible in [his] very countenance,” so, they
“endeavoured” to make him think that he “was too young to be religious—that [he] was
under a delusion” (46). Mr. Williams even forbade him from attending further meetings.
This discouragement and later abuse from the Williams’ family prompted Apess to run
away with an acquaintance named John. However, the dominant belief among whites that
Native peoples worship the devil out of fearing it caught up with Apess.89 When he and
John got onto a vessel at Kingsbridge and told a fabricated story of being forced to “eat
bread mixed with pounded glass” while they were held prisoners by the British, some
people believed them and provided them with clothes and food, but the captain of the
vessel that was taking them to New York did not (52). His efforts to make them tell the
truth failed at first, but once he noticed that Apess was a Native, from a race that was
believed to worship the devil out of fear, he threatened to hand Apess and his friend to
the devil: “At length he told us that we were very near to Hell-gate, (Hurl-gate)—that
when we reached it the devil would come on board in a stone canoe, with an iron paddle,
and make a terrible noise, and that he intended to give us to him. I thought all he said was
so” (52). Apess, terrified at the idea of being handed to the devil, confessed to being a
runaway servant; luckily though, he escaped getting sent back to his master in New York.
Although this scene can be interpreted as a confirmation of a stereotype, it is better to

This belief in the Native people’s worship of the devil out of fear is illustrated in many narratives including The Last
of the Mohicans and Hobomok.
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remember that Apess was only a runaway child—slave—at that time; thus, his fear could
be incited by any threat from an authority.
Enlistment in the army and work with other Native people in Quinty kept Apess
away from his family for a few years. So, feeling nostalgic, Apess headed to Gorton
where his aunt, Sally George, lived. Sally was a devout Native Christian widow. Her
religious meetings, which she held every four weeks, were attended “by people from
Rhode Island, Stonington, and other places, and generally lasted three days” (85). Despite
her inability to read, and her limited knowledge of the English language, Sally managed
to preach and give advice pertaining to religious matters. She was loved by white and
Native peoples alike as she was “very attentive to the sick, kind to the unfortunate, good
and benevolent to the poor and the fatherless. She would often pour into the ear of the
sin-sick soul the graciously reviving promises of the gospel” (86). Apess’s description of
Sally and his focus on her kindness and piety mirrors the way that good Christian females
were described in American narratives of the early Nineteenth century.90 Through Sally’s
story, Apess affirms the rich spirituality of the Native people, a spirituality that was
denied by the whites through stereotypes of inherent savagery and insincere conversion.
A few months after Apess’s arrival at Gorton, Sally fell ill. As her health
deteriorated, she desired to go see her brethren who lived about eight miles away. Despite
her serious illness and her severe pain, she had confidence in God that He would give her
the strength to go and fulfil her last wish, “she said the Lord would give her strength, and
so he did” (86). After meeting her loved ones and discussing some religious issues with
90

In The Experience of Five Christian Indians, Apess describes Sally as not only as able to move people through her
eloquent language but also as free and industrious, “She was counted almost as a preacher; her language was free,
lively and animating—she was also very industrious and active; her limbs would play as lively over the ground as a
deer. I have set out to walk with her twenty miles to a meeting, several times in my life, and generally I had to keep
upon the slow pace to keep up with her…She was also skilled in doctoring the sick, and was useful wherever she went.
She lived a widow and withal very comfortable, and used to entertain all her brethren that came to her” (46).
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them “she returned home to die,” happy, content and hopeful that those whom she left
behind would be faithful servants of the Lord (86). Sally George passed away on May 6,
1824; Apess recalls that “In her death, happy as it was, the church has sustained an
almost irreparable loss,” as white and Native peoples alike mourned the loss of such a
loving, pious woman.
The piety of Sally and the kindness that marked her actions allowed her to enjoy
her illness time. Sally was neither afraid nor worried about leaving this life. Her love for
God, Apess shows, was reciprocated as was manifested by His granting her the power
and time to fulfill her last wish of seeing her friends. Contrary to the missionaries’ belief
that true conversion cannot be reached without literacy, Apess shows how Sally gained
an assurance that God does not care about her inability to read nor about her “Indian”
origin. Native peoples, Apess wanted to affirm, are spiritually rich and can become pious
enough to be God’s tools in spreading His word just as white missionaries can.91
By mirroring the scenes of illness that pervade sentimental writings, Apess not
only aims to gain sympathy for aunt Sally and for other Native women, but also to
challenge the “racial hierarchy” of sentiment that denied the humanity and spirituality of
the Native people.92 Sally, the self-sufficient strong and good Native woman, serves as a
contrast to the silenced and the savage Native women that were depicted by whites in
contemporary narratives. Her freedom of movement and her preaching to people even
Hilary Wyss notes that, “New England Protestant missionaries believed that only through literacy could true
conversions take place” (6).
92 In “‘native to the question’: William Apess, Black Hawk, and the Sentimental Context of Early Native American
Autobiography,” Laura L. Mielke points out that Apess’s “narrative is punctuated by moments of physical and
emotional pain aimed to bring the reader to sympathize with the plight of an Indian” (253). Mielke points out that “In
the first half of the Nineteenth century, American popular culture was permeated with a sentimental discourse that
prized sympathy—or the ability to experience emotional affinity with another—as a source of social cohesion and
morality.” She argues that, A Son of the Forest “produce[s] a sharp critique of the racial hierarchy often assumed within
the sentimental mode, dodging the control imposed by the racialist discourse and comparing Euro-American feeling
unfavorably with Native American feeling” (248). In her analysis, Mielke focuses on scenes of child abuse, grave sites,
and religious control as tropes of arousing sympathy.
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puts her ahead of her white counterparts, whose influence was confined to their homes
and their freedoms limited by white culture.93 Sally’s goodness and piety were true
enough for the God who answered her prayers, so it should be true enough for the whites
who constantly question the conversion of Christianized Native peoples. In this scene,
Apess uses illness time the same way that it was used by white writers at the time;
specifically, as a divine indication of the characters’ morality and piety. Good white
Christian characters, especially females, were portrayed as using their illness sacred time
as a chance to repent from sins, to instill goodness in those around them, and to
strengthen bonds with loved ones. The Native peoples, on the other hand, were deprived
of this sacred illness time in the writings of white authors. Native illness was either
depicted as punishment for dealings with devils, or was overlooked entirely and replaced
by mere death tolls. Thus, Apess used his narrative to give a voice to ailing Native
people, such as his aunt Sally, whose illiteracy prevented her from chronicling her own
life.
The months spent with aunt Sally provided Apess with an example of a successful
Native missionary. Sally assured Apess through her own personal experience that God
listens to and answers those that seek him. So, with the intention of becoming a
missionary, Apess left Bozra where he had been assisting Rev. Mr. Barnes and headed to
his father’s village. Losing his way and finding himself trapped in a swamp, unable to
help himself and hopeless of getting help from any mortal being, Apess tested his newly
found trust in God:

Lydia Maria Child is one example of a white woman who admired Native women’s freedom. According to Karcher,
Child “enviously noted how much more physical freedom the ‘vigorous’ Penobscot women seemed to enjoy than their
Anglo-American sisters, constrained by ‘false education and enfeebling habits’” (Child and Karcher 8).
93
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This was the hour of peril…I raised my heart in humble prayer and supplication to
the father of mercies, and behold he stretched forth his hand and delivered me
from this place of danger. Shortly after… I found a small piece of solid earth and
then another… I succeeded in once more placing my feet upon dry ground. I then
fell upon my knees and thanked my blessed master for this singular interposition
of his providence and mercy. (90-91)
This incident, as that of his aunt Sally, enforced his belief that God is willing to accept
him, to listen to him, and above all to love him despite his previous sins and despite his
Native origin. Such scenes of God’s mercy permeate the narratives of the time. God’s
care and mercy, Apess wanted to prove, were not limited to white Christians; it included
Native peoples during their hours of peril.
Having not obtained a license, Apess’s attempt to preach was met with opposition
that later escalated to a ban. However, experiencing God’s love first-hand, Apess decided
to pursue his dream of becoming a missionary, so he left Saybrook: “I concluded to travel
and the Lord went with me” (102). Apess travelled to Long Island then to New York
where he fell ill with “fever and ague.” Apess comments that “Here in the hour of
sickness the Lord was with me—I experienced his comforting presence, the kindness of
friends, and the quiet of a peaceful conscience. It was a sore trial for me to be absent, in
such a situation, from my family, but it ‘was good to be afflicted’—and how beautiful
this passage of scripture fulfilled which says, Seek first the kingdom of heaven, and all
things shall be added” (102). In this incident, Apess’s perception of illness as a test from
God is quite evident. The celebration of affliction as a time to be with the Lord is an
attitude that marks many writings of the Eighteenth and early Nineteenth centuries which
describe experiences with illness. Morris explains that, “a theological (as opposed to, say,
medical) interpretation of pain allowed the development of numerous subreadings which
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understood suffering as, for example, a test or trial of faith or means of redemption”
(45).94
After reaching Albany, Apess suffered illness again but this time to a degree that
his friends gave up on the idea of him getting better. But Apess, through his profound
faith in the Divine, stated that “although I was very much reduced, I did not think my
sands had yet run their course—I believed that God would spare me to preach his Gospel;
and according to my faith it was, for I speedily recovered, and commenced my labour of
love” (103). Again, Apess puts his faith in and relationship with God to the test as he,
despite the severity of his illness and the hopelessness of his friends, believed that God
would spare him. Just like Sally George, who believed that God would fulfill her last
wish of seeing her friends before departing this life, so was Apess confident that God
would spare his life until he had preached His words. This sacred time of illness allowed
for a sacred relationship between God and his servants; a relationship that Native peoples,
just like their white counterparts, were able to rely on.
During Apess’s stay at Saybrook, he met another devout Methodist, Mary, to
whom he was married and with whom he soon had a child.95 Apess now, through his own
wife’s experience, wanted to remind the readers of the “sympathy” that whites ascribe for
themselves. As a preacher, Apess was granted appointment at Watervliet. As a part of his
new employment, Apess was to preach at neighboring cities as well. One of these was

94

In Sensational Designs, Jane Tompkins provides many examples of the way that everyday life—including
experiences of illness—was interpreted in relation to religion and piety in Nineteenth-century America. She points out
how such interpretations and connections were not restricted to literature but were prevalent among ordinary people
writing about their own lives or the lives of people they know.
95 An interesting fact about Mary is that her conversion happened during an experience of illness. Mary recalls in The
Experience of Five Christian Indians, “After I had arrived at my twenty-fourth year, the Lord seemed to blast all my
earthly joys and schemes by sickness and disappointments; but I could see the hand of God in this; but what it could be
for, I was not aware—but thought God was angry with me. Surely he led me in a way I knew not. At that time I was
away from home, nursing a sick woman. One night after I had retired, I was reading a hymn—‘Come humble sinners,
in whose breast;’…I here viewed Jesus in the flesh, while upon earth” (28).
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Hudson, where he was supposed to stay for a number of days. To ensure the comfort of
his wife and son, he paid in advance for their lodging with a Methodist woman in
Watervliet. Upon his return, and contrary to his hopes and assumptions, he found his wife
in a bad condition; Apess recalls, “On my return, I found my wife quite unwell—and I
pretty soon learned that the treatment she received was very unkind, if not cruel—not fit
for a dog” (108). Mary and her young boy were even denied having a light in their room.
Apparently, Mary had also suffered an illness during this time. Her condition was serious
enough that a physician had to be called for and some medicines were prescribed.
However, Apess recounts that “when medicines were ordered, she had to take them
without sweetening, or anything whatsoever to make them palatable” (108). I would
argue that the non-whiteness of his wife was the main reason behind this harsh
treatment.96 Although the records reveal that Mary was the daughter of an English
woman and a man from one of the Spanish islands, her host did not seem to see her as a
woman or a mother, she only viewed Mary as an “Indian” and treated her as such.97
Apess’s wife was a Christian Methodist and was neither a slave nor a servant; she was the
wife of a preacher who had already paid for her lodging. Apess uses this incident to prove
that whites deny the sensitivity and rights even of civilized Christian Natives. The
medical science that proved his wife’s illness and that determined her need for
medication still was not enough to prove her sensitivity as a woman. For whites, the
Methodist provided-for-woman was too “Indian” to deserve any sweets with her
medications.

96

One stereotype that might have prevented sympathy towards the Native women is that they were perceived as
suffering no pain during childbirth. Gordon Sayre argues that this image remained the same for centuries, “Indian
women had no difficulty in labor, rejoining the traveling band just minutes after delivering a child” (123).
97 According to Gura, Mary’s father seems to be “either mixed Native and Hispanic American or African and Hispanic
or possibly all three” (46).
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This section viewed the multiple experiences with illness that Apess has
highlighted in A Son of the Forest. As was noted earlier, many white writers who had
preceded Apess used illness to reflect on their own and on their characters’ human
natures and relationships with God. Thus, Apess used the same trope to register his and
his loved ones’ encounters with illness. One of Apess’s aims was to show the common
human traits of both the white and the Native races. Common humanity, according to
Apess, is the tie that should bind all races together, and Apess proved this shared
humanity through his focus on the times of both physical and spiritual vulnerability.
Throughout this short account of his life, Apess described his many instances of falling ill
and how each one affected him; he used his aunt Sally’s illness to prove her piety and
goodness and to discredit any claim of Native peoples’ insincere conversions; he
substantiated his observation of whites’ denial of Native peoples’ suffering through his
wife’s experience, and he proved the feigned sympathy that whites feel toward the Native
people. Apess also used his narrative to challenge many of the stereotypes that shaped the
Native peoples’ image in the narratives written by white authors.
At the end of his narrative, Apess returns to the issue of the language barrier with
which he started his autobiography. The same way that he was not able to understand the
meaning of his grandmother’s question “do you hate me?” now the Native peoples are
unable to understand the white’s address of “savage” to the Natives; nor are these Native
peoples able to speak for themselves or counter the narrative that whites had woven them
in. Apess used his narrative to give a voice and a face to the many Native Americans that
were considered savages or dead by white writers. Contrary to Krupat’s claim that “the
voices of Pequot and Cherokee relatives and friends” were “suppressed” in A Son of the
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Forest, I argue that Apess gave them the voice and face that they were deprived of in the
writings of early America (147).
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